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ABSTRACT
This research posed three broad questions about perceptions of adult Saudi
Arabian women living in Midwestern states of North Dakota, Minnesota, and
Wisconsin. Specifically, the questions explored were: (I) What were the women
experiencing while living in the Midwest? (2) What did the experiences mean to the
women? and, (3) How did the women interpret their experiences? The purposes of this
research were to amplify the women's ''voices'' and to add to the limited base of
qualitative research on Saudi Arabian women.
Interviews and brief observations of 13 native Saudi women were the main for1ns
of data collection, and rigorous data analysis methods inherent in a grounded theory
approach were done. From the methodologies used, a low-level substantive theory was
presented, supported with quotations and observations, and illustrated in a visual model.
The quotations and visual model further explained the meanings and interpretations
associated with the women's perceptions.
The fmal theory showed that the women were experiencing, referred to
as the central phenomena, (I) an appreciation of American services and a
positive view of Americans, and (2) mixed/negative reactions to the Midwest, concerns
about American culture, and negative American perceptions of Saudi women. The causal
conditions, those factors that may cause phenomena to appear, were identified as the
•

religious/cultural no1ms of Saudi Arabia and the women's reasons for coming to the
X1

Midwest. In response to the phenomena, the women used several strategies to adjust to
the Midwest. These strategies were (I) to maximize positive perceptions by using time in
the Midwest to pursue educational opportunities and engage in activities, and (2) to
minimize negative perceptions through religion, family, and friends. Several contextual
and intervening factors that influenced the women's choice of strategies were identified.
Three consequences of using the strategies were: (I) most of the women did not plan
to remain in the U.S., (2) positive changes and exchanges in viewpoints about and with
Americans, and (3) the realization that most Americans had little knowledge about Saudi
women. Finally, benefits, personal reflections, and recommendations for future research
were offered.

••
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION

During a question-and-answer period, a moderator looking/or a question from ''the
ladies' section'' noted that he could not see that side of the audience, which was ''in
darkness over there. '' It was indeed dark. The stage was bathed in light, and the women
were a sea of300 black abayas. A (Saudi) female delegate responded, "We are not in
darkness, you just don 't see us. ''

--an excerpt from
"A Mind-Bending Venture into Saudi
Gender Politics, '' (Barnett, 2004 '')

In our post 9/11 existence, it seems even more essential to comprehend and study
the often misunderstood area of Southwest Asia, popularly referred to as the Middle East
(Held, 1994; Sidaway, 1994). For Americans, the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia is of
particular interest for several reasons--reasons beyond the obvious relationship based on
oil. More than a half century before September 2001, Saudi Arabia was and still is a
positive ally, both strategically and economically, of the United States. The US-Saudi
relationship is one based on educational and cultural exchanges as well as petroleum and
geopolitical significance. The current war on terrorism, in which Saudi plays a large role,
is primarily unfolding from within and the countries surrounding Saudi Arabia (Murphy,
2004). Unfortunately, throughout the war, the U.S. has warned American citizens
visiting and working in the region to be cautious and, as recently as this spring, the U.S.
government has ordered evacuations of U.S. diplomats and family dependents due to
1
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attacks on Western targets (Wright & Priest, 2004). On many levels, the United States
and Saudi Arabia are interconnected. Yet, with all of the positive and negative
information available (primarily from media outlets), how much does the average
American really know about Saudi Arabia and its people? Is it only a country with large
amounts of oil, shrouded in mystery, and issued warnings from U.S. government
agencies? What about the people? What about Saudi Arabian women? What role do these
women play in Saudi culture? Do Saudi women have an effect on American culture? Or
does American culture have an effect on Saudi women? After giving about 15
presentations on the Middle East to undergraduate and graduate students enrolled in a
variety of courses from multicultural education to interpersonal communication, it
became quite clear that the basics of this part of the world were a mystery to these future
educators and communicators. The women in particular were not only a mystery, but
their position in either the Saudi or American society was mostly unknown to these
audiences. It did not matter which area of Saudi Arabia was presented, education or
communication, interpersonal or international, the students' questions and, indeed,
interests always returned to gender and, in particular, Saudi women.
The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia is the largest Arab country in Southwest Asia
(see Figure 1) with a land mass of 870,000 square miles/2,250,000 square kilometers
covering about 80o/o of the Arabian Peninsula (Saudi Arabia: Statistics and General
Data, 2003). The eastern area of the country borders the Arabian Gulf, the small island
of Bahrain, United Arab Emirates (UAE), and Qatar. The western border lies on the Red
Sea. The northern part of the country borders Iraq, Kuwait, and Jordan and the south
borders the countries known as Yemen and Oman.
2
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Figure 1. Locational Map of Southwest Asia.
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The women of Saudi Arabia constitute almost half (46o/o) of the estimated 20-22
million inhabitants of the Kingdom ( estimates for 2002) and, according to education
figures for 2000, more than half or about 58o/o of the students in colleges and universities
throughout Saudi Arabia are women (Saudi Arabian Info11nation Resource, 2004; Saudi
Arabia: Statistics and General Data, 2003; Smith, 2003; Bowers, 2004). The women of
th

Saudi Arabia, just as the country itself, have seen enormous changes throughout the 20

century including the unification of the Kingdom in 1932; the life-altering discovery of
oil or ''black gold'' in the late 1930s which led to the fo11nation of what is now known as
Saudi ARAMCO (the Saudi Arabian Oil Company); access to education in the 1960s
with first school for girls opening in the national capital, Riyadh; and, a growth in rights
and social status that has been steadily increasing in recent decades (The Saudi Arabian
Cultural Mission, 1993). In Chapter II, the growth and major events for both the
Kingdom and women in the last century are presented.
Saudi Arabian women have played a major role in the development of the
Kingdom and in the Arabian Peninsula historically. Today, their societal position is
changing rapidly with governmental plans aimed at improving employment opportunities
for all Saudis and a new-found place on the world stage in the media and at a variety of
conferences (Al Khalaf, 2004; Salem & Al Jarbou, 2004). Previously and, even more
recently, this ever-changing role of Saudi women has been debated in newspapers,
magazines, journals, religious discussions, conferences, talk shows, etc. in the U.S. and
abroad. The discussions can be highly subjective and polarized at times. As author
Mona Al Munajj�d (1997) wrote, they are usually ''characterized by social and
ideological schools that either favour or condemn the traditional role of women.
4
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Misconceptions about the status of Saudi women have distorted their true social image
and depicted them as second-class citizens'' (p. 6). Further1nore, these dialogues rarely, if
.

ever, discuss the perceptions of Saudi women living abroad, particularly in the United
States. Unfortunately, the only glimpse the average American has into the lives and
perceptions of a Saudi woman exists in these limited publications. These women could be
and are part of the United States' future and are raising the next generations that may
study, live, and/or work in the United States.
Saudi women have been traveling to the United States for decades as visitors,
tourists, students, wives/daughters accompanying their husbands/fathers, and business
colleagues (Dumiati, 1986; Al-Kazmi, 1985). In fact, according to Grant Smith (2003),
Director of the Institute for Research: Middle East Policy, the Saudi government has sent
thousands of students to the U.S. since the 1950s which has steadily increased during the
60s, 70s, and 80s peaking at ''30,000 Saudi students studying in the United States over a
decade ago'' (p. 1 ). However, due to visa problems, recent concerns over safety for
Saudis working, studying, and traveling in the U.S., and competitive business and
educational facilities around the world, this number has dropped dramatically according
to Smith. Of course, as Saudi women are students in increasing numbers in higher
education, this also greatly affects the Saudi women planning to travel and live in the
United States. The literature in the area of Saudi women living abroad will be discussed
further in Chapter II. This study focuses on Saudi women currently living in the United
States, specifically in the states of North Dakota, Minnesota, and Wisconsin.

5
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Framing the Study
Purpose
The ultimate goal of this study is to better understand the women of Saudi Arabia
who are living abroad in the upper Midwest of the United States. Specifically, this
research will examine how adult Saudi women, ages 20-45, perceive their experiences of
adjustments and acculturation while living in the Midwestern states ofNorth Dakota,
Minnesota, and Wisconsin. Although the women's perceptions are the main focus of the
research as women play an important role in Saudi culture, they do not live individually
in this highly family-oriented society (Kapiszewski, 2000; Somers & Caram, 1998).
These women are members of families and numerous social groups where the
interactions and behaviors are part of the larger cultural context. Having stated this,
while the women are in the United States separated from their families, friends, etc., in
some cases for the first time in their lives, their perceptions and viewpoints on themselves
and their surroundings may change as their cultural setting has changed. As Stuart Hall
(1990) wrote,

•

Identity is not as transparent or unproblematic as we think. Perhaps instead of
thinking of identity as an already accomplished fact, which the new cultural
practices then represent, we should think instead of identity as a 'production,'
which is never complete, always in process and always constituted within, not
outside representation. (p. 222)
This research is intended to question and shed light on those possible perception
or identity adjustments and add to the limited amount of literature regarding Saudi
women living in the United States.
6
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Another purpose of this study is to dispel mjsunderstandings or blatant lack of
knowledge about Saudi women and replace that knowledge deficit with more accurate
info1mation, whether positive or negative, from the women themselves. As Bernal
(2002) writes, women and people of color often fee] that ''their histories, experiences,
cultures, and languages are devalued, misinterpreted, or omitted within formal settings''
(p. 106). This research provides an opportunity for these women's voices and
experiences to be amplified. As emphasized by the qualitative tradition, the women
should be understood through their own perspectives and meanings, the emic perspective
(Creswell, 1998; Maxwell, 1996). It is only through their ''eyes," expressive language,
and natural setting that the ''outsider," the researcher and eventually the reader, can truly
understand their perceptions (Spindler & Hammond, 2000).
Rationale
The Kingdom boasts a traditional society rooted in customs and religious
ideology which has limited the study of Saudi women historically (Moghadam, 1993).
However, as previously mentioned, the role of women has been and is currently changing
rapidly, and ''Saudi women are contributing to and participating actively in the growth of
the Kingdom'' (Al Munajjed, 1997, p.6). Furthermore, these women, based on the
religion of Islam and the social structure of Saudi society, hold a highly dominant
position as caregiver for the children, boys and girls, who will be the future of Saudi
Arabia (Bahgat, 1999). As shown through personal observation and an extensive
literature review, which is presented in Chapter II, Saudi women hold a unique and
powerful position in domestic life and a growing presence in the social issues of the
country (Ash-Shamlan, 2004; Bowers, 2004; Smith 2003).

7
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It is also essential to study women due to the fact that women are the primary
educators of girls and women in a face-to-face educational setting. The educational
system and work force, like mos1 of Saudi society, is almost entirely segregated between
non-related adult men and women (Somers & Caram, 1998). Either in the U.S. or Saudi,
these women will educate the young girls, boys, and adult women as teachers or join a
different field in the work force which could have a definite impact on future Saudi-US
relations.
Finally, Saudi Arabian women living in the U.S. should be studied due to the
simple fact that the academic literature on this subject in recent times is extremely limited
particularly using qualitative methodologies (see Chapter II). Through these
methodologies, a deeper understanding of Saudi women living in North Dakota,
Minnesota, Wisconsin, and in general may be found and lead to further research within
the scholarly community.
Research Questions
As Creswell ( 1998) wrote, qualitative research is exploratory, active, and detailed
inductive study that asks the broad ''what'' and ''how'' questions of a research topic. In
other words, qualitative researchers ask the basic questions: (1) What is happening (in
the research setting)? (2) What does it (the happening/s) mean to the participants? and,
(3) How do the participant/s interpret these experiences/happenings?
In this research, I am specifically posing the following exploratory questions:
(1) What are adult Saudi Arabian women experiencing while living in North Dakota,
Minnesota, and Wisconsin? (2) What do the 'new' experiences mean to the women? and,
(3) How do the women interpret their experiences? While these questions seem broad,
8
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they provide a foundation for rich infor,nation collected directly from the participants
with limited researcher preconceptions or guidance.
Method of Inquiry
Due to the broad questions being asked, a limited base of previous research on
the subject, and the characteristics of qualitative research, grounded theory will be the
primary method of research for this project. As Creswell (1998) wrote,
In this type of study, the researcher generates an abstract analytical schema of a
phenomenon, a theory that explains some action, interaction, or process. This is
accomplished primarily through collecting interview data, making multiple visits
to the field (theoretical sampling), attempting to develop and interrelate categories
(constant comparisons) of infor1nation, and writing a substantive or
context-specific theory. (p. 241)
In this research, a theory about the perceptions of the Saudi women in reaction to
the phenomenon of their current living situation in North Dakota, Minnesota, and
Wisconsin is described.
Although, this is primarily a grounded theory study, there are elements of
phenomenology and ethnography which are apparent. Creswell (1998) wrote that the
methods of inquiry ''need not be pure, and one might mix procedures from several'' (p.
21). Maxwell ( I 996) added that in deciding the methodology for a study, the design

should be ''one in which the different methods fit together compatibly and in which they
are integrated with the other components of your design'' (p. 81 ). A phenomenological
•

•

study, based in philosophical assumptions, ''describes the meaning of the lived
experiences for several individuals about a concept or the phenomenon'' ( Creswell, 1998,
9
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p. 51). In this research project, the Saudi women are participating in the ''lived
experiences'' of living abroad and adjusting to the ''concept'' of American life and the
''phenomenon'' of living in the United States. This is a highly philosophical method of
inquiry that attempts to capture the essence of the meaning of the phenomenon to the
partjcipants. An ethnographic study, based in anthropology, ''is a description and
interpretation of a cultural group or system'' (p.58), according to Creswell. While the
Saudi Arabian women are a specific social and culttrral group, other characteristics of
ethnography such as lengthy time in the field, immersion into the culture, and long
durations of participant observation (Spindler & Hammond, 2000) were not possible for
this project due to financial and time constraints. Yet, as I was immersed into the Saudi
Arabian culture for five years (see the following section, ''My Role as the Researcher''),
my life experiences with and memories of Saudi Arabia and the women, their behaviors,
language, and interactions, are vivid and provide a basis for experiential knowledge
(Strauss, 1987). Of course, Saudi women, as all women from around the world, are not a
homogeneous group. However, from personal observation and literature presented in
Chapter II, the customs and basic beliefs (rooted in religion and culture) of the Saudi
women are quite similar across the Kingdom. As in most ethnographic studies, it was
also necessary in this research for a gatekeeper to aid my entry into the Saudi community
and continually assist in the research process in North Dakota, Minnesota, and
Wisconsin. As there are elements of both phenomenology and ethnography in this study,
neither tradition is used primarily as the goals of this project were neither philosophical
nor an in-depth portrait of� cultural group.

10
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This interview-based grounded theory research studies thirteen Saudi Arabian
women, ages 20-45, living in six separate cities in North Dakot� Minnesota, and
Wisconsin. Each location held unique characteristics and a cohesive quality among the
Saudi/Arab women who lived there. The interviews were open-ended discussions (some
times involving written material) lasting about one to two hours each, and occurred over
a five-month period in the spring and summer of 2004. The participants and
methodology used are discussed in detail in Chapter III.
My Role as the Researcher
As with this project or any other, the researcher's perceptions and meanings of
his/her surroundings are continually linked to the research process and outcome. Maxwell
(1996) stated that particularly in qualitative research, the researcher's feelings toward the
participants or setting of a study, even choice of methodology, is influenced by his/her
identity and background. As the interpreter of the participants' responses, feelings, and
stories, the conscientious researcher needs to reveal personal background characteristics
and biases that may affect his/her research.
For these reasons, I will explain the significant aspects of my role as the
researcher with regards to studying women from Saudi Arabia. I am a half Arab
American (Lebanese), half European-American woman who was born into an upper
middle-class Roman Catholic family in a small Midwestern city. These factors are
significant to the research as the average woman in the study was from a middle-class
background, and the Arab half of my heritage provides a characteristic that I had in
common with the women. Yet, I am from a different Arab background as the Saudi and
Lebanese cultures vary a great deal, and I was born and raised as a Christian in the upper
11

-.------------------------------------- -Midwest of the U.S. All of the women in the study were born and raised as Muslims in
various areas of Saudi Arabia.
After finishing high school, I attended a medium-sized university in the same
Midwestern town of my birth and received a bachelor's degree in communication. I then
pursued my master's degree in mass communication at the same university one year later.
Like many of the women in the study, education has played a large role in my life in both
expanding my knowledge and increasing my ability to see the world through a different
lens. While researching for my master's thesis, I began to study the Arab-American
population and the religion of Islam, the religion of all of the women in this study. The
same year, I met and married a man from Saudi Arabia. This was an enormous change in
my life in a cultural sense. I began to understand and experience cultural differences,
religious differences, and gender issues that were never apparent in my research or
Midwestern upbringing. In 1996, we moved to the small Arabian Gulf island of Bahrain
where I worked briefly teaching English as a Foreign Language (EFL) to Saudi, Bahraini,
Emirati, Omani, and Russian students. A few months later, we moved into the Eastern
Province of Saudi Arabia. Similar to the women in the study, all of whom are married to
Saudi husbands and many of whom accompanied their husbands to the United States, I
followed my husband to another country which provides a frame of reference for cultural
adjustments and acculturation.
While in Saudi Arabia, I worked for three years at private girls' schools and
language institutes teaching girls and women English as a Foreign Language (EFL). This
provided a linguistic backgroW1d for my research as, through my experiences teaching
Saudi Arabian girls/women (ages 6-51) and education in the doctoral program (including
12
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two minors in the areas of English, specifically English as a Second Language, and
communieation), I have learned to adjust my style of speaking, rate, pronunciation, etc. to
English Language Learners. While interacting with the women, I could gauge the level
of English proficiency rather rapidly and avoid jargon, idioms, or other slang that would
impede mutual understanding of our conversations.
Language could also be seen as a strong limitation in my role as the researcher in
this project as my level of Arabic proficiency is advanced beginner/intermediate at best.
According to cultural studies professors James and Shadd (2001), ''... race (a social
construction), ethnicity, and, correspondingly, language are part of the subjective ways in
which we and others make sense of who we are, the places from which we speak, our
encounters with others, the relationships we establish, and the experiences we have'' (p.
3 ). I could never be fully immersed in the culture without advanced proficiency or
fluency in the Arabic lan�age and specifically the Saudi dialect (which there are many).
The nuances of the language, the idioms and proverbs that unite a people, especially a
culture so versed in poetry and oral traditions as the Arab culture could not be understood
by a novice Arabic speaker or a resident of Saudi Arabia for five years. Language was
both a blessing and hindrance for this research project.
I lived in Saudi Arabia until 2001, when I returned to pursue my Doctorate of
Philosophy in Higher Education/Foundations of Education. Currently, I am completing
the doctoral degree and teaching as an adjunct instructor in speech communications and
ESL education at a local community college and university.
Living in Saudi Arabia and the Middle East for five years has had a profound
effect on how I view the participants in this study. I can empathize with their viewpoints
13

-------------------------------------==,-,--and understand some of the foundations of their conversations, i.e., the greetings and
nonverbal communication such as facial and hand gestures. It has provided me enormous
background knowledge on the customs and culture of Saudi Arabia. As qualitative
researchers Herbert and Irene Rubin (1995) wrote ''culture is about how people interpret
the world around them by developing shared understandings . ...Culture provides people
with rules about how to operate in the world in which they live and work'' (p. 20). By
living in the Kingdom, I was immersed in the culture as much as I could possibly be as a
non-native Arabic speaker. Although I am an American, I did not live and/or work in a
Western compound. I lived among the Saudi people with a Saudi husband and visited my
extended family, neighbors, and colleagues most of whom were Saudi nationals. I wore
the black clothing or abaya and face covering or nikab that many Saudi women wear, and
learned to cook traditional Saudi food. I also engaged in all of the holiday celebrations
(Eid), went to weddings, and funeral visitations. I learned the ''rules'' of the culture fairly
well and often made huge errors in doing so. This provided some further background
knowledge with the women in the study and some common ground from which we could
converse, as the Saudi women were all trying to adjust to the American culture just as I
tried to adjust to the Saudi culture. Even with my limited Arabic, the women in the study
seemed to appreciate my effort to speak the language and engage in conversations when
appropriate.
Similar to the majority of the participants, I have also been blessed with three
beautiful children (one girl and two boys from ages 3-7) who are half Saudi Arabian. I
am passionate about preserving both sides of their heritage in shaping who they become
in the future. My children were raised for the first few years of their lives with
14
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------------------------------------ - --grandparents, aunts, uncles, cousins, and pre-school classmates whose first language and,
in some cases, only language was Arabic. They, my oldest son in particular, learned the
cultural habits and language quite easily as their country of birth was Saudi Arabia, and
their primary sources of American English were their American ''aunties'' who were and
still are my good friends, the English-language television channels such as Disney, and
me. Like many of the women in the study, I struggle with the balance of raising my
children, going to graduate school, and, an extra weight to balance, working part-time
outside of the home. However, with all of the responsibilities, my family and their future
are of utmost importance to me. Also, like all of the women, I am referred to in Arabic, as
a title of respect, by my oldest son, Sultan. In the case where the woman has no male
children, the oldest girl's name would be used. All of the women called me Um Sultan, or
Sultan's mother, and I, in tum, referred to them as Um (mother+ their oldest son's first
name), e.g. Um Ali. For the purpose of this project and familiarity with the women which
is imperative in qualitative and interactive research, each woman in the study will be
referred to as Um (mother of) and a child's name in Chapters III, IV, and V rather than
subjects or numbers. However, due to issues of confidentiality, all of the names have
been changed. More discussion regarding confidentiality and participants is included in
Chapter III.
Having discussed my lived experiences in the Middle East, I see myself as an
American woman who has been ''touched'' or forever changed by the Saudi Arabian
culture and the people with whom I have loved and interacted. I also consider myself an
Arabist which is defined as ''a specialist in or student of the Arabic language or Arab
culture; a supporter of Arab interests'' (Random House Webster's College Dictionary,
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I 997, p. 70). Of more importance, I consider myself a person in our ''global village'' who
respects and values the countries of the world and their inhabitants, especially women
and children. I am a proponent of diversity and multiculturalism; the cultural mosaic
rather than the melting pot. That is one of the reasons this particular research topic was of
interest to me. Locally, I give fmancial support to a community organization that
primarily aids women and children in undesirable family situations. Nationally, I have
supported Arab-American and women's causes. Internationally, I sponsor and
communicate with a young woman in Afghanistan who is trying to rebuild her life in her
country.
With all of the biases that are inherent in my identity as the researcher, I have
chosen the topic of Saudi Arabian women due to the lack of knowledge that I have
experienced regarding the topic, the renewed interest in this population due to current
U.S.-Saudi relations, and the honest fact that my children are half Saudi and will
hopefully consider both sides of their heritage important. It is a timely topic in both my
life and in the world's current events. More personal comments and recommendations
regarding the research are included in Chapter V.
Definitions
Saudi Arabian women/Saudi women: Women who were born and raised until the age of

18 in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia and whose first language is Arabic regardless of
original ethnic heritage. For this study, the age of 18 is the age of adulthood.
Kingdom ofSaudi Arabia/Kingdom/Saudi Arabia/Saudi: The official name of the

participants' homeland is the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (Kingdom of Saudi Arabia
16
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Ministry of Inforrnation, 1993). These names will be used by the participants and
researcher to describe the country known as Saudi Arabia.
Arab-American: People whose ethnic heritage originates in one of 22 Arab/ Arabic

speaking countries including Lebanon, Syria, Egypt, Iraq, Jordan, Palestine, Israel,
Morocco, Algeria, Bahrain, Qatar, Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, United Arab Emirates, Yemen,
Oman, Tunisia, Libya, Djibouti, Mauritania, and may include Somalia and Sudan (Arab
American Institute Foundation, 2003).
Southwest Asia/Middle East: The tertn ''Middle East'' is an unclear description of a

geographical area of the world and has no absolute definition (Held, 1994; Sidaway,
1994). American Captain Alfred T. Mahan popularized the tertn in 1902 referring to the
area around the Persian/Arabian Gulf as the ''Middle East.'' Although
Southwest Asia is more geographically correct, for reasons of continuity and linguistic
familiarity, the term ''Middle East'' will be used throughout the study to refer to the
region of Southwest Asia.
Note on Transliteration
For the meaning and essence of the research, many Arabic terms/words will be
written in the English language. As the spelling for these ter1ns often may not have an
exact English equivalent and may appear differently in scholarly texts, I have
chosen to use the English spellings of the sources cited throughout the dissertation.
Otherwise, when sources are not cited, the Arabic te11ns will be written phonetically.

17

Overview of the Study
In Chapter I, an introduction to the overall research topic of women from Saudi
Arabia was offered. A purpose and rationale for conducting research on Saudi women
living in North Dakota, Minnesota, and Wisconsin were also provided. The research
questions and methods used were discussed as well. The significant aspects of the
researcher's role were presented along with definitions of key terms that will be used
throughout the study.
A literature review of related areas concerning Saudi women living in the United
States is given in Chapter II. First, a background on the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, the
women's homeland, will be presented with a brief discussion of the religion of Islam.
Research on women in Saudi Arabia and Saudi women living in the United States will be
presented along with a brief overview of the Arab-American population in relation to the
Saudi women.
In Chapter III, an overview of the methodologies used to prepare and execute this
study is described. These include entry negotiation, setting, participants, interview
preparation, data collection and analysis, and issues of validity. Limitations of the study
I
I

•

are also included in this chapter.
•

A presentation of the data is given in Chapter IV. The theory provided is

shown and supported with direct quotations, paraphrasing, and interpretive perceptions
based on memos and notes taken during the interviews.
In Chapter V, the research is summarized and discussed. Possible benefits
of the study along with personal reflections are included. Possibilities for future
research conclude the chapter.
18
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CHAPTER II

REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE
The literature related to Saudi Arabian women living in North Dakota, Minnesota,
and Wisconsin is presented in this chapter. Before discussing Saudi women specifically,
a brief introduction to Saudi Arabia and the official religion of the country, Islam, is
presented. A background of the religion and country, which may seem unnecessary and
fundamental to some, is important for the inclusion of readers and to provide a context
for the women's homeland. Literature and recent articles on women in Saudi Arabia will
then be presented. Scholarly work and articles on Saudi women living in the United
States with a brief discussion of Arab-Americans concludes the chapter.
Saudi Arabia
Saudi Arabia, about 1/3 the size of the United States, serves as the crossroad
between three major continents: Europe, Asia, and Africa (see Figure 2). Most of Saudi
Arabia has a desert climate with year-round average temperatures ranging from 64 to 86
degrees Fahrenheit and considerably higher temperatures in the summer months. The
country has four major geographical regions including the Central region, the Western
region along the Red Sea, the Southern region by the Yemen border, and the Eastern
region, the area with large deposits of petroleum (The Saudi Arabian Information
Resource, 2004). The four regions are divided into 14 administrative regions or
provinces (The Saudi Arabian Cultural Mission, 1993; Al Munajjed, 1997). Some of
19
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the most notable areas are Riyadh, which is also the largest city and capital of the
Kingdom; Meccah and Medinah, two of the three holiest cities in the religion of Islam;
the Eastern Region/Province which includes Dammam and Dhahran (the headquarters of
Saudi ARAMCO); and Jeddah, which is known for cultural exchanges and educational
facilities (see Figure 3).
Becoming the Kingdom ofSaudi Arabia

One of the most comprehensive early histories of Saudi Arabia can be found in
the well-researched text by Winder (1965), which discusses the rise and fall of Arab
th

armies and rulers in the Arabian Peninsula in the 19 century. In the mid and late 19th
century, after the Ottoman Empire's rule decreased, the Arabian Peninsula was plagued
with confusion and tribal wars. Scholar Al Munajjed ( 1997) wrote that this period is
described as Jahhiliyya or ignorance ''which was similar to pre-Islam and was

•

characterized by the corruption of nor1ns and distortion of religious beliefs ...Common
legal rules and ties were nonexistent'' (p. 3). The future King of Saudi Arabia and
..

followers of Wahabism (ideology aimed at returning religious beliefs to the teachings of
the Prophet Mohammed and originated by Mohammed ibn Abdel Wahab) would
challenge the age of ignorance through religious teaching and military might. This
alliance would eventually provide the religious and political foundation of Saudi Arabia.
The founder and first king of the modem Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, Abd al Aziz
bin Abd al Rahman al Saud captured Riyadh with a small group of men in 1902
(The Saudi Arabian Cultural Mission, 1993; Lacey, 1981 ). Through King Abdul Aziz's
leadership,. alliances with Bedouin tribes, and the situation of British control over the
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Arab areas Transjordan, Iraq, and Kuwait after World War I, Saudi Arabia grew to its
th

current boundaries in the early 20 century. By 1926, the Muslim holy cities of Meccah
and Medinah and the Hijaz Province were part of the Kingdom. In 1932, Abdul Aziz Ibn
Saud, who by all known accounts was a pious Muslim, unified Saudi Arabia and declared
it a monarchy based on the Islamic faith (Al Munajjed, 1997; Lacey, 1981). The name of
Saudi Arabia reflects both the Arab heritage of the people and the name of the family that
unified the majority of the Arabian Peninsula. A comprehensive, ethnographic glimpse of
the first king and the fo11nation of modem Saudi Arabia can be found in Lacey's (1981)
text, The Kingdom. Since King Abdul Aziz's death in 1953, four kings, sons of the late
King, have ruled Saudi Arabia with advisors and Council members from traditional,
religious, political, and academic sectors of the Kingdom. The current king, King Fahd,
has ruled for more than 20 years. Due to health concerns in recent years, Crown Prince
AbdAllah has taken on many of the royal duties and is seen most often by the media.
Modern Saudi Arabia

Although less than I 00 years old, the Saudi Kingdom is quite well-developed.
Largely due to the vast oil reserves under the Eastern Province, found in large quantities
•

iI1 1938 by Standard Oil of California (providing the foundation of what is now the
leading oil company in the world, Saudi ARAMCO), Saudi Arabia has grown
tremendously in industry, infrastructure, technology, and education over the past half
century with a surge in activity occurring in the 1970s (Al M11najjed, 1997). The
Kingdom's growth has been continued and guided by ''Five-Year Development Plans''
which began in 1970. Currently, Saudi Arabia is in the Seventh Development P1an
(2000-2005) and will soon be announcing the Eighth Plan (Saudi Arabia Infor1nation
23
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Resource, 2004). These plans aim to improve conditions and development in the
Kingdom ir1 broad areas such as education, employment, industry, economics, and social
services (Kingdom of Saudi Arabia Ministry of Planning, 2000).
In the new millennium, Saudi Arabia strives for improvements in many areas of
daily life. With almost half of the population under the age of 20, changes of rapid
development, balancing the traditional and modern, unemployment, and invested
financial stability are current and future concerns. Saudi Labor Minister Dr. Ghazi Al
Gosaibi (2004) stated that the most scientific estimate of unemployment in the Kingdom
is 9.6 percent, which is a growing concern in the Kingdom and a major component of the
five-year development plans. Kapiszewski (2000) suggested that part of the
unemployment problem stems from the fact that a large percentage of the working
population in the late 1990s were expatriates. In 2004, it is estimated that 25.2% of the
Kingdom's inhabitants are non-Saudi, most of whom are working in the Kingdom (Saudi
Arabian lnforrnation Resource, 2004). With recent attempts and regulations at
nationalization (referred to as Saudiization) of the workforce, Saudi women and men are
occupying positions in a variety of areas in the workforce (Wilson, 2004).
Educationally, the Kingdom's system is under constant review and change. The
academic and non-academic literature examining Saudi education is vast. Academia is a
major contributor to the U.S.-Saudi relationship (Tracy, 2003) and the basis for coming to
the U.S. for all of the participants in this study. As Smith (2003) stated, Saudi students do
not provide the common ''brain drain'' to their country as is prevalent in other developing
countries. Typically, Saudis, female and male, return to their homeland after finishing
studies to use newly acquired knowledge and expertise in the Kingdom. Rugh (2002)
24
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wrote that prior and post 9/1 l(when the Kingdom's educational system came under
scrutiny),
... there is a lively discussion taking place throughout the Arab world
about several aspects of education and refor1n measures that are needed.
This discussion, which has gone largely unnoticed in the West, has been
generated by several developments in the region ... [including] strong
demand for education at all levels, the resulting pressure on educational
facilities and budgets, and concern on the part of the private sector that
the education system is not providing graduates with appropriate skills
to deal with the challenge of globalization. (p. 397)
These concerns are consistent for developing and developed countries alike. Rugh
(2002) continued that school enrollment in Saudi Arabia has increased more than 160
times since 1952 from 25,000 (males) to over 4 million males and females in 2002.
These numbers are strong considering that wide-spread boys' education began in the
1950s and girls' education began in 1960 (Tracy, 2002; Arebi,1994). Rugh also stated
that, in 1998, Saudi girls had reached 97% of the boys' total enrollment in primary grades
and 98% of the boys' enrollment in secondary levels (p. 399). Prados (2004) wrote that,
in 2002, 78% of the Kingdom was literate (male 84.2%, female 69.5%). In addition, in
the past 30 years, Saudi Arabia has established eight universities, 35 colleges, 12
technical colleges, 68 technical institutes and training centers, 3,082 secondary schools,
5,895 intermediate schools, and 12,196 primary schools (Seventh Development Plan,
2000). In 2003, Prince Sultan announced continual reforms in the education system to
promote ideological moderation throughout the Kingdom (Bashir, 2003). Saudis
25

recognize the need for continual educational advancement not only for academic
purposes, but for economic and social purposes as well. Last year, the Saudi government
''allocated 3.7-billion SR (987 million U.S. dollars) to train 100,000 young Saudis and
announced the establishment of 20 new technical colleges for 60,000 students and 39
technical training institutes for 40,000 students'' (Bashir, 2003, p. 1). Education for
Saudis at home and abroad serves as an avenue into American society for the women
currently living here and offers a future glimpse at possible US-Saudi relations.
The current state of Saudi Arabia or literature regarding the Kingdom cannot be
discussed without mentioning 9/11 and the subsequent terrorist attacks on Western and
non-Western targets in Saudi. No other moment in the over six-decade US-Saudi
relationship has been more definitive or divisive. Why were 15 of the 19 alleged 9/11
hijackers Saudi nationals? Why are Saudis and non-Saudis currently targets of terrorist
attacks within the Kingdom? The answers to these questions vary a great deal depending
on the person asked. In reality, no feasible answers exist. Nonetheless, no one can argue
that Saudi Arabia, its people, and religion received a harsh blow both from the knowledge
of who perpetrated the attack and the American backlash that followed. Editor in Chief of
the Saudi English-newspaper Arab News, Khaled Al-Maeena (2003) said that 9/11 was a
''wake-up call'' for the Kingdom and that:
Saudi Arabia will enter a sto11ny phase in the coming years, as it decides upon
what path of change to pursue. Saudi Arabia once enjoyed a culture virtually free
of domestic violence and crime. At the present time, there is wide consensus
•

...

among Saudis on the necessity of refo11n to overcome the negative social aspects
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that have emerged. However, there are considerable divisions on the pace and
mettiods through which change should be attained. (p. 1)
While some scholars, advisors, and politicians agree with the latter part of Al
Maeena' s comments (Ratnesar, 2002), others feel that social and educational changes
were being discussed and implemented prior to 9/11 (Rug� 2002; Tracy, 2003). Either
way, prior or post 9/11, continual growth and development are part of the Kingdom' s
vision of the future which will undoubtedly affect Saudi women's role for generations to
come.
Language and Culture

Perhaps there is no greater area of misunderstanding and lack of academic
literature about Saudi Arabia than in the areas of society and culture, specifically
regarding language and women (discussed in the following sections). Culture, in this
discussion, is defined by Creswell (1998) as an abstract ter1n that refers to the daily
''behaviors, language, and artifacts'' of a particular group (p. 245). According to the Saudi
Arabian Cultural Mission (1993), Saudi culture is based on the religion of Islam, a lack of
influence of outside sources or prior ''colonial powers'' (therefore preserving Saudi
id�ntity), and a balance between rapid modernization, ancient religious law, and a respect
for traditions and customs. The Saudi Cultural Mission also acknowledges that ''Saudi
Arabia is not an easy country to know and understand, because the Saudis are very
private and protective of their cultural traditions ... This protectiveness contributes,
unfortunately, both to misinformation and to a dearth of accurate information outside the
Kingdom'' (p. 2) w�ch ''exacerbates misconceptions'' from friends and foes alike. Saudi
Arabia began welcoming foreign perceptions and views of its culture more openly in the
27
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1990s. Fortner U.S. Ambassador to Saudi Arabia Chas Freeman (2003) acknowledged
the recent 1'soul searching'' (p. 5) of the Saudis and their conviction in dealing with the
troubling fiscal and demographic issues as well as the stereotypical perceptions of the
Kingdom.
Saudi Arabia has seen rapid social changes in the last decade alone which
sometimes seems at odds with the traditional culture of the Kingdom. Prolific author and
lecturer on Saudi Arabia William Tracy (2003) wrote that the development and social
changes that he saw in the Kingdom in 2003 were ''unimaginable'' when he frrst saw
Saudi Arabia as a child in 1946 (p. l ). He noted that even since his last visit in 2000,
changes were underway. He also discussed the prevalence of ''Western'' tendencies in the
culture with the massive use of cell phones, and the ever-present satellite dishes seen on
buildings and homes across the Kingdom--not to mention the chain stores and restaurants
found in all major cities. Tracy quoted many high-profile Saudi citizens and scholars
including Ali Naimi, the Minister of Petroleum and Minerals, who said, ''We (Saudis)
have undertaken a total review of our educational system and opened up an on-going
dialogue on religious and social issues'' (p. 4). Adding to these changes, in March of this
year (Ghafour, 2004), King Fahd gave approval for the first human rights organization in
Saudi Arabia, The National Human Rights Association (NHRA). The organization
consists of 41 members. The ten women in the organization are specifically concerned
with human rights violations concerning women and children. Similarly, for the first
time in Saudi history, students from Jeddah marched against terrorism in May, 2004. As
Qusti (2004) wrote, this march was allowed by local police showing a change in policy
regarding public demonstrations (p.1).
28
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Abdul Ghafour (2004) also reported that the higher education facilities in Saudi
will possibly begin admitting up to 10% of expatriates at each of the universities as part
of educational reform. Prior to this decision, the eight government universities and
several colleges were free, but only for Saudi nationals. There are a number of private
universities and colleges also available for study for both men and women. Scholars
agree this change could promote more competition among college applicants and give top
expatriate students more opportunities for future success. This change not only serves
educational purposes, but cultural as well. With more expatriate students, societal and
cultural exchanges between students of different backgrounds could prove beneficial to
the Kingdom's future.
The Saudi people consider personal honor, generosity, and respect, not only of the
individual, but of the entire extended family as essential. Under Secretary for Public
Diplomacy and Public Affairs Charlotte Beers (2002) addressed the Helsinki Women's
Business Leaders Summit and stated that although Saudi Arabia and the United States
have many differences, the two countries also share common value attributes. According
to Beers' statistics based on a study of value priorities in 36 countries, Saudi Arabians
and Americans ranked faith, family, and learning in their top six most important values.

I
I

Of course, differences exist. Beers reported that the Saudis ranked modesty as the 6

th

th
4
most important value, while Americans ranked the same value 0 . While Americans
rd

th

ranked freedom as 3 most important, Saudis ranked the same value 25 . These statistics
provide a numerical snapshot of social and cultural differences and similarities between
the two countries, but fail to ask or answer the question of why those similarities and
differences exist.
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One cannot discuss Saudi culture without mentioning the importance of family
(Al Torki, 1986; Dumiati, 1986). As mentioned earlier, the Saudi woman or man does not
exist separately in this highly family-oriented society. Extended families, kinship and
even tribal connections are considered factors in many daily dealings.
In anthropological tertns, the Arabian family is patriarchal, patrilineal,
patrilocal, endogamous, and occasionally polygamous. Its nucleus is not
just father, mother, and children, but all the brothers of one generation,
their wives and children, grandparents, possibly some elderly aunts and
uncles, and occasionally some cousins who have no family to care for them.
(The Saudi Arabian Cultural Mission, 1993, p. 66)
Often, the children live with their parents until marriage and perhaps beyond. In
some cases, additions will be attached to family homes or a compound may be built
which houses each nuclear family (by American standards) in a separate home.
Linguistically, the kinship connections are apparent in the Arabic language. At birth,
Saudi children are put in the hospital's newborn bassinets with identifying names of ibn
or bin (son of) or bint (daughter of) and the name of the family. As the child grows, she
will be known, of course, by her own frrst name but also as bint+ her father's name, i.e.
bint Mohammed (Mohammed's daughter) and her full name will include her grandfather,
great-grandfather, etc. As previously mentioned, titles of respect for mothers and fathers
include Um (mother of)+ child's name and Abu (father of)+ child's name respectively.
Linguistically and culturally, family relationships are of utmost priority in Saudi Arabia.
Additionallyi the Arabic language, a 28-letter Semitic language which is written
from right to left, has a profound effect on Saudi culture (The Saudi Arabian Cultural
30
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Mission, 1993; Rouchdy, 1992; Lacey, 1981). Historically, the Arabs are a people of oral
tradition. Even today, it is not uncommon to hear poetry at times of great jubilation and
sorrow. Currently, most sign postings, menus, official brochures, religious pamphlets,
television channels, etc. in the Kingdom are in both Arabic and English. Yet, Saudi
traditions and customs demand the use of Saudi Arabic. Moreover, personal expression,
as part of identity, is richer in the context of the speaker's native language. Researcher
Safi (1992) wrote that even while speaking English in the U.S., Saudi Arabs ''code
switch'' into Arabic when strongly emphasizing an emotion or truism or while invoking
the name of God (Allah). Perhaps, Geertz (1983) summed up the power of the Arabic
language,
Poetry, rivaled only by architecture, became the cardinal fine art in Islamic
civilization, and especially the Arabic-speaking part of it ... Everything from
I

metaphysics to morphology, scripture to calligraphy, the patterns of public
'

recitation to the style of informal conversation conspires to make of speech
I

and speaking a matter charged with an import if not unique in human history
certainly extraordinary. (p. 114)
•

Islam
The legal, economic, and social systems of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia have
foundations in the religion of Islam which literally means ''submission to God'' (Al
Munajjed, 1997). Therefore, to further understand the context of the women of this study,
a brief and basic discussion on Islam is presented. Islam is considered one of the major
religions of the world. Muslims recognize both Judaism and Christianity and Adam,
Abraham, and Jesus, along with many others, as prophets (The Saudi Arabian Cultural
31
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- �Mission, 1993). Unlike most Western countries, there is no separation between ''church''
and ''state,'' or ''mosque'' and ''state'' in Saudi Arabia. Islam is prevalent in many aspects
of Saudi life from the constitution (Shar 'ia or Islamic law), court system, prayer, to social
dealings with family members, to everyday behaviors such as eating and drinking. Most
Middle Eastern Arabs and 100% of native Saudis follow the religion of Islam. In fact,
over 1 billion people worldwide are Muslims (Ratnesar, 2002).
Islam officially began with the Prophet Mohammed's (570-632 C. E.) migration
from the modem Saudi cities of Makkah to Medina,"The City of the Prophet," in 622
C.E. (Lacey, 1981). This migration represents the beginning of the Hejira or Muslim
calendar which is 12 months, but 11 days shorter than the Gregorian calendar (The Saudi
Arabian Cultural Mission, 1993; Al Munajjed, 1997). For example, December 6, 2003,
on the Gregorian calendar corresponds to Shawwal 12, 1424, on the Hejira calendar.
Through the Prophet Mohammed, revelations from God (Allah in Arabic) later combined
into the Islamic holy book, the Qur 'an which became the necessary text for Muslims
worldwide. The Qur 'an (sometimes spelled as Koran and Kor'an) is written in high
Arabic and divided into chapters. Since 657 C.E., there have been two main branches of
Islam: Sunni, which represents the majority of Muslims in Saudi Arabia (85-95% in the
Kingdom), and Shi 'a, which has large numbers in Iran, Bahrain, and the Eastern Province
of Saudi Arabia (The Saudi Arabian Cultural Mission, 1993; Prados, 2004). No matter
the branch followed, Islam is based on five characteristics or pillars that must be followed
by all Muslims world wide:
l)Shahada or declaration of faith proclaiming one God and that Mohammed is
His prophet.
32
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2) Sa/at or prayer 5 times daily: sunrise, midday, mid afternoon, sunset, and early
evening. In Saudi Arabia, the shops, restaurants, and most businesses must
close during prayer times when the call to prayer ( adhan) is heard from the
minarets across Saudi Arabia and the Muslim world. All Muslims face the city
of Mekkah in western Saudi Arabia to pray. Friday is the main holy day of the
week when Muslims across the world gather at the mosque for a se11non from
the community religious leader (Imam). For the women in the study, prayer was
an essential part of their day. Appropriate prayer times were known for the
women through pamphlets or computers programmed to begin the call to prayer
at the exact times.
3)Zakat or almsgiving once a year (2.5% of income after considering daily living

expenses) to the poor and needy among the community.
th

4)Sawm or fasting is an obligation of all well Muslims in the 9 month of the
Muslim calendar, Ramadhan. In this month, abstinence from eating, drinking,
sexual activities, etc. is observed from sunrise to sunset each day of the month
and ends with a three-day celebration around the Muslim world called Eid.
5)Hajj or pilgrimage to Makkah in the last month of the Muslim calendar is the

obligation of every able-bodied Muslim at least once in their life. Saudi and
non-Saudi Muslims alike visit the holy cities of Makkah and Medina. Saudi
Arabia emphasizes these two cities as the most important in the Kingdom. At
the end of the Hajj, Muslims gather and celebrate another Eid.
While the basics of �slam remain the same, it is important to note that the religion
is practiced differently throughout the world and, in many parts of the world, much like
33

Judaism and Christianity, practiced religion is supplemented by historical traditions and
customs. Scholar Moghadam (1993) wrote that ''Islam is neither more nor less patriarchal
than the other major religions. Moreover, Islam is experienced, practiced, and interpreted
quite differently over time and space'' (p. 8). As is evident in the research discussed in
Chapter IV, Islam and the belief structures (family, parents, education, travel, etc.) of the
women are consistently, although not always similarly, integrated.
Women in Saudi Arabia
As mentioned in Chapter I, the literature regarding Saudi Arabian women is vast
and polarized by extreme supportive and detracting opinions; several scholars approach
Saudi women's study through national ideology and several from a religious paradigm.
However written, the constant connection between Saudi women and Islam is undeniable
and will constantly be intertwined throughout this brief literature review. Furthe11nore,
the changes in modern Saudi life suggest that even studies and texts from the 1980s are
somewhat outdated.
Literary scholar Arebi (1994) wrote that with the advent of Islam, women were
elevated to a status of independent thinking and leadership in Arabia. Before that, during
•

the ''time of ignorance'' or Jahhiliyya as it is called in Arabic, scholar Al Munajjed (1997)
•

wrote that women in Arabia ''lived in subjugation and degradation. The birth of a girl
was looked upon as a disgrace and female infanticide was a widespread practice'' (p. 11).
Al Munajjed added that the Prophet Mohammed made several references to women and
girls saying, ''He who honours women is honourable, he who insults them is lowly and
mean'' (p. 14). Arebi and MacFarquhar (2003) added that the wife of the Prophet
Mohammed, Aisha, is known to have led a political revolt in 656 C.E., and many of the
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current practices that follow Mohammed's life, and, therefore, are practiced today in
modem Saudi Arabia, came from her testimony. She was respected not only as the
Prophet's wife, but in her own right as a valuable source of Islamic tradition and
education. Islam, as the foundation for Saudi social and legal structures, has given
property rights, marriage and divorce rights, and child custody rights to women. There
are many discussions of the role of women in Islam and the religious scholars'
interpretation of the verses and commentary regarding women (The Saudi Arabian
Cultural Mission, 1993; Munajjed, 1997; Arebi, 1994; Doumato, 1999; Moghadam,
1993; just to name a few). Al Munajjed (1997) and Moghadam (1993) suggest that the
current state of women in Saudi Arabia is based on mixture of religious and cultural
ideologies.
Perhaps, the most substantial change for Saudi girls and women in the last century
came with education. Debates raged about public education for girls and women in the
1950s. The political progressives and academics supported the notion, while the religious
leaders (ulama) questioned the methods of educating women (by whom and in what
context) and how education would affect Saudi society in the future (A Kingdom in
Transition, 1993). Arebi (1994) wrote that eventually the religious leaders accepted the
idea due to public support for the emerging moderate middle class and King Faisal's
royal decree in 1959 (which ordered schools for girls on a voluntary basis and further
explained that disruptive opposition would not be accepted). Public education was
officially open to girls in 1960 (although private institutions existed in the 1940s and
1950s; see Al Rawaf and Simmons, 1991, and Al Oteiby, 1982) and the first women
graduated from high school in 1965 (Wilson and Graham, 1995). The first college for
35

(

-------------------------�------========-=·-=--=-====-=;-:-�::;;.
•

women opened in Riyadh, the capital city, in 1969 (although women started classes by
correspondence in 1967) and graduated the first class in 1973 from the school of
education (''Girls' Education,'' 2002; Somers and Caram, 1998). As of 2002, about
700,000 girls and women were in the Saudi educational system. Women educate small
°d

boys (typically until 2 grade), girls, and women. Women learn from female
teachers/professors throughout their education with the possible exception of distance
learning where a higher education instructor, if male, cannot see the adult female
students. The Kingdom has 35 colleges for women (Seventh Development Plan, 2000).
Like all government schools from grade school through colleges and universities, tuition
is free to the Saudi nationals, and the women receive a stipend of approximately 1,000
SR (about $267) per month. There are several other women's private institutes located in
the Kingdom which charge tuition. Although higher education is a primary goal of most
Saudi women, it is estimated that, in the late 90s, Saudi women comprised less than 10%
of the work force due to the inability of the current Saudi economy to absorb the women
in their trained professions and the lack of integration between unrelated men and women
as in most of Saudi society (Doumato, 1999; Somers and Caram, 1998). However, the
•

numbers are rising, as shown by a report issued by the Saudi Ministry of Economy and
Planning. In this report, women totaled more than 14% of the total workforce in 2002
(Central Depart1nent of Statistics, 2004).
Middle Eastern professor Doumato (1999) argued that gender issues are difficult
to advance or even discuss due to the fact that the rhetorical vehicle in Saudi Arabia is the
language of conservative Islam.
In Saudi Arabia, like everywhere else in the Middle East, women have been
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hoisted on the flag of national culture; women have become, in fact, the
pre-eminent symbol of the religious values for which the regime claims to stand.
. ..The fusion of gender to definitions of Islamic behavior has created a kind of
self-perpetuating mechanism for the gender status-quo. (p. 575)
However, other scholars such as Al Munajjed (1997) and Arebi (1994) would
argue that women in Saudi Arabia should not be discussed without considering Islam, as
the notion of secularization or distance from traditions are not based on Saudi ideals.
Al Munajjed (1997) studied, primarily through interviews, approximately l 00
Saudi women in the cosmopolitan city of Jeddah. Her results were qualitative in nature
and focused on comments from the women which were divided into chapters on
segregation, veil issues, education, and work. As an ''insider," her text focused one
chapter on ''The status of Arab women under Islamic law," acknowledging the Qur'anic
verses and interpretations that focus on women. Her study illustrated the opinions among
Saudi women on major issues with direct quotes and discussion. One area Al Munajjed
questioned the women about was working in a non-segregated workforce (currently, there
are positions available in certain businesses and throughout Saudi ARAMCO in
integrated workplaces). Her results were varied, but 60% of the women interviewed said
•

''they would refuse to work with men'' (p. 39).
A 35 year old married woman with a BA in home economics and working in
a sportswear boutique exclusively for women said, ''I would not work with men .
.. . Our society does not accept that... and I could never get used to the idea of
mixing with them." (p. 39)
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On the other hand, a 38-year-old mother of four responded to the same question
with,

'

Everywhere we go, they remind us ''the Golden Rule for every woman is never to
mingle with men''... But, frankly, Islam is tolerant and whoever wants problems
gets them, regardless of whether you are in the presence of men or not. (p. 40)
One short chapter in Al Munajjed's (1997) study is also dedicated to Saudi
women's and scholars' comments about the ''veil'' or covering that modem Saudi women
wear that may cover the hair, face, and/or body (depending upon the women's beliefs and
her family's cultural and religious background). Historically, the veil has been used
sporadically throughout the world as well as in the Arabian Peninsula. Munajjed (1997)
wrote that ''the veil was introduced into Arab society during the Abbassid period
(eleventh century C.E.) in order to distinguish between free honourable women and
slaves'' (p. 52). It is important to mention that for the Saudi women interviewed and,
indeed, in many contemporary Arab discussions, the veil or abaya (Saudi Arabia) is a

,
,,

minor issue of debate, one that is cemented in religious and cultural ideologies and seen
as overemphasized and exploited, along with the issue of driving, in ''Western''
discussions. All of the women in the study wore some kind of modest dress including
hijab (hair covering) when leaving their homes or in the presence of unrelated males in

Saudi Arabia and in the U.S. Still other women and scholars feel it is a critical issue of
importance and one that needs to be discussed, debated, and at times defended as part of a
belief structure and cultural identity (Moghadam, 1993; AITorki, 1986; Mazahery, 1951;
H�tem, 1986).
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Several years earlier, another ethnographic study by AlTorki (1986) focused on
similar issues as the Al Munajjed study. Al Torki spent considerable time with ''elite'' or
wealthy families in the 1970s in Jeddah and wrote about their discussions of social and
domestic roles, conflict, gender, the veil, religion, and marriage. She analyzed the text
with an objective view, but limited her study to the wealthy families of the community.
Her findings were in discussion fo11n and quotations from the participants were limited.
Her entry negotiation discussion was of particular interest for even she, as an educated
Saudi woman, found trouble entering the female social circle as a researcher.
In business, the statistics and literature relating to women are growing. In 2001,
economic scholar Tijani stated that ''50 percent of existing business enterprises in the
Kingdom are held by women," along with 20 percent of stocks of local companies, and
10% of total land assests (Saudi Arabia: Women ... , 2001). Women have recently been
granted their own ID cards (with male approval) and are increasingly outspoken about
their status socially, economically, and politically in the Kingdom (Al-Khalaf, 2004). The
Economist reported that, in 1999, more than 3,000 women were working in the private
sector, many who found working on the Internet from home and without gender issues as
a vay to start businesses ( Online in Saudi Arabia, 1999). Ghafour (2003) reported that a
women-only industrial city had been proposed by Saudi business women aimed at
lessening the unemployment problems of women and proving the ''necessary privacy and
a conducive work environment'' (p. I). Lubna Olayan, a Saudi executive and CEO, spoke
of such status at the 2004 Jeddah Economic Forum where women were in sizable and
significant n11mbers.
My vision is of a country with a prosperous and diversified economy in which
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any Saudi citizen, irrespective of gender who is serious about finding employment
can find a job in the field for which he or she is best qualified, leading to
a thriving middle class and in which all Saudi citizens, residents or visitors to
the country feel safe and can live in an atmosphere where mutual respect and
tolerance exist amongst all, regardless of their social class, religion, or gender.
(p. I)

Further, Saudi female scholars suggest through speeches and literature that
''women entered the workforce only 20 to 30 years ago'' and are in process of continual
growth and learning in the workforce and in the larger social setting (Akeel, 2003, p. 2).
Akeel continued by saying that women have been asked by the Saudi government to
actively participate in reformation of labor Jaws for women.
Saudi and other scholars alike also discuss and challenge the ''stereotype'' of
Saudi women as ''invisible members of society.'' Hanley (2004) discussed these
stereotypes in her cultural piece about prominent Saudi women.
Everyone was trying to manage busy careers, families, and their volunteer
and social commitments. The single women had filled every moment ... The
married women were juggling everyone's needs and careers ...The divorced
women seemed to be less affected by the financial devastation of divorce then
women in the West, thanks to more equitable protections they receive under
Saudi Arabia's Islamic law. (p. 2).
The literature on Saudi women is expansive and growing. However, in-depth
academic analyses from the ''average'' woman's perspective are limited. Most literature
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found was statistical and distant, emphasizing the challenge of stereotypes or strong need
for social refor1n in the area of women.
Saudi Arabian Women in the United States
Saudi women in the United States have rarely been studied from either a
qualitative or quantitative perspective. Sultanah Dumiati (1986) studied the educational
behaviors, attitudes, and aspirations of ''Saudi wives who live abroad with their
husbands'' in a primarily quantitative dissertation based out of Michigan State University
in Lansing, Michigan. Dumiati used a questionnaire to gauge the women's attitudes
towards education and then followed up with open-ended interviews (6 questions) to
further analyze the questionnaire data. Dumiati wrote specifically about the interviews,
Conducting a personal interview was considered difficult for both the
researcher and the interviewees themselves. Because Saudi women are
not used to interviews, the researcher decided that 20 interviews would
be sufficient to elicit detailed data about the main themes of the research.
The women were interviewed in their homes; the sessions lasted about an hour.
(p. 207)
The interviews in this study were not taped, but recorded by notes with pen and
paper. Dumiati paraphrased the women's responses in her report. She also noted the
participants' uneasiness in the interviews and the Saudi customs of coffee and dates at
each meeting. Her findings showed the Saudi women have a strong interest in obtaining
further education while living in the U.S., with 12 of the 20 interviewees attending
schools (including English-language schools). The motivation for the women consisted
of intrinsic and extrinsic factors, including ambition, desire, learning the English
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language, Islam's mention of constant education, and funding through the Saudi Cultural
Mission. Almost 67% of the women had studied English in the U.S. (ESL) in an English
language program. The primary reasons for not attending school in the U.S. were
''coeducation'' (the different social environment of attending class with men/male
professors that require interaction) and family responsibilities. Dumiati (1986) concluded
that the decision for Saudi women to study in the U.S. depended primarily on three
factors: cultural factors, funds from the Saudi Cultural Mission, and perceived gender
roles. Dumiati's dissertation, written almost 20 years ago, was the only academic study
found regarding Saudi women living in the United States. Hopefully, this study on Saudi
women can add a larger knowledge base to this unexplored topic and promote interest in
this changing population.
As shown by Dumiati's study (1986), one of the largest historical attractions to
the United States for Saudi women and men is education (Smith, 2003; Martin, 2004; Al
Mohsen, 2000). Although the exact number of Saudi women currently in the U.S. is
unknown, the Royal Embassy of Saudi Arabia (personal communication, April 2004)
approximates that 3,000 Saudi students, male and female, are studying in the United
States. The Institute for Research: Middle East Policy Director, Grant Smith (2003),
supports this claim in his estimate that less than 3,500 students are studying in the United
States in the 2003/2004 academic year. According to the Saudi Arabian Cultural Mission
(M. Karam, personal communication, May 7, 2004), 877 of the current students on
scholarship are women. For 2004, the Cultural Mission has no record of any women
studying in North Dakota, six women studying on scholarship in Minnesota, and four
studying on scholarship in Wisconsin. However, these numbers do not account for
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women studying without a scholarship, women who are here with their family members,
and womed who may reside in the U.S. on a long-ter1n basis for entirely other reasons.
As mentioned in Chapter I, the number of Saudi students has been steadily
declining over the past decade partially due to competitive programs in other countries,
increased educational facilities within the Kingdom, and recent U.S. visa restrictions and
safety issues post 9/11 (Smith, 2003). At the time of the attacks, only 5,800 Saudi
students, male and female, were in the U.S. (down from tens of thousands over a decade
ago) according to Smith. This decline in numbers has a profound effect on Saudi women
living in the U.S., as they or their husbands may choose a different country in which to
pursue education. Future Saudi-US relations could be damaged by the declining numbers
as education has been a key component in this relationship. ''Many current members of
the Saudi government and professional ranks were educated in the United States (p. l ), ''
Smith wrote. He added that with an estimated 65% of the Saudi population under the age
of 25, this could have long-term effects on both countries, both in academia and
economically, considering in 2002, over a half million foreign students contributed
almost $12 billion to the U.S. economy. According to Martin (2004), due largely to visa
restrictions, the number of Saudis in American colleges and universities in 2002/2003
was down 29%. Even Saudi ARAMCO, which has sent thousands of students to the U.S.
over the years and is one of the University of North Dakota's largest aviation clients, only
sent 48 students to the U.S. in the 2002/2003 academic year.
Similarly, according to the U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services and the
Institute for Research: Middle East (2004), an estimated 84,000 Saudi visitors came to
the United States in 2000. In 2002, the number dropped to 30,000. Estimates for the
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same year illustrate that over 68% of the visitors to the U.S. were tourists and students,
often with families (Hsu & Elkhalil, 2004). Of course, these declining numbers not only
have economic impact, but also affect relations with both men and women from the
Kingdom. Grant (2003) wrote that women, like the men, may ''attempt to mitigate risks''
of traveling and studying abroad by ''entirely avoiding'' the U.S. in their future plans (p.
3). Safety concerns and declining numbers could not only have an impact on how many
women come to the U.S. from Saudi, but it could affect the women's perceptions of
Americans/American culture as well.
Arab Americans
Whether planning to live in the U.S. or just as temporary residents or visitors, the
Saudi women often find companionship through community connections, English
language schools, and religious activities with other Saudi women and women from other
Arab countries who are recent immigrants to the United States. In fact, these ''new'' Arab
Americans may serve as ''gatekeepers'' for the women in their communities.
According to the Arab American Institute (2004), 3.5 million Americans identify
themselves as from Arab descent. Most Arab-Americans, 56%, are of Lebanese ancestry;
42% are Catholic, and 23% are Muslims (Arab Americans: Issues, Attitudes, Views,
2000). More than 80% are currently American citizens and one-third of the Arab
Americans identify themselves as second, third, or fourth generation Americans. In the
2000 census, 7,419 Arab Americans reported their ancestry as Saudi Arabian (S. Altaf,
personal communication, April 28, 2004).
California has the largest Arab-American population with an estimated 715,000
Arab Americans, and 1,186 people in this state identified their heritage as that of the Gulf
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(includes countries of Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Bahrain, Oman, Qatar, Yemen, and United
Arab Emirates). Michigan has the second-largest Arab American population in the
country with 490,000 people identifying themselves as of Arab descent; in this state, 577
people identified themselves from the Gulf countries. The other states in the Midwest
th
g
with large Arab American populations are Illinois (ranked 6 ) and Ohio (ranked ).
th

The historical text, Prairie Peddlers (She11nan, Whitney, & Guerrero, 2002), lists
all of the immigrants who arrived in the late 19th and early 20th century in North Dakota,
most of whom were of Syrian and Lebanese origin, while a few reported the ambiguous
ter1n ''Arabia'' next to the ''birthplace'' category. This is one of the few texts on Arabs in
North Dakota. According to the 2000 Census and Arab American Institute Research (S.
•

Altaf, personal communication, April 22, 2004), 1,479 North Dakota women, 19,254
Minnesota women, and 12,054 women from Wisconsin identify themselves with Arab
ancestry. Of those women, it is hard to estimate the number with Saudi ancestry. Arab
American Institute Foundation Specialist Sabeen Altaf estimates that the combined
number of women with Saudi ancestry in the three states is less than 150. However,
Altaf says that the Institute suspects the numbers only capture 1/3 of the actual population
dtle to ''lack of outreach to Arab Americans'' and ''census undercount'' for a variety of
reasons.
While vast amounts of literature studying Saudi women in Saudi Arabia exist, this
literature review has illustrated the research deficit in the areas of Saudi women living
abroad. Specifically, the areas of North Dakota, Minnesota, and Wisconsin with regard
to the Saudi population, male or female, have n_ot been studied. The literature available
on Saudi women, in general, is primarily quantitative and mostly devoid of the women's
45
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perceptions. Finally, this review has discussed the context of the women's homeland and
religion, Saudi Arabia and Islam respectively, women in Saudi Arabia, Saudi women
living in the United States, and their relationship to the Arab American population.
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CHAPTER III
RESEARCH METHODOLOGYAND LIMITATIONS
The methodology used in this research study is presented in this chapter. Initially,
the rationale for a qualitative grounded theory approach is given. Specific data collection,
data analysis procedures, and validity concerns are also discussed. Study limitations
conclude the chapter.
Choice of Qualitative Research
Maxwell (1996) wrote that the ''strengths of qualitative research derive primarily
from its inductive approach, its focus on specific situations or people, and its emphasis on
words rather than numbers'' (p. 17). For this research, as discussed in Chapter II, the
Saudi women, whether intentional or not, have not had an amplified voice in academic
literature historically. Additionally, the literature about Saudi women living in the upper
Midwest from a qualitative paradigm is nonexistent. In order to understand the women in
their own context without considerable or intentional researcher manipulation and with
the possibility of social significance, qualitative research was the appropriate choice.
Furthermore, as Seidman (1998) wrote, the researcher's demographics (e.g., background,
gender, ethnicity, native language) can affect the research outcome, which is a benefit in
qualitative research as these characteristics, if identified, can add to the depth of the
project. This qualitative study conducted by a woman who is not a native Saudi Arabian
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woman, yet who has lived, worked, and has positive connections to the Kingdom, will
•

add another dimension to the already existing literature.
Ethnography was my originally intended research approach due to my
background in Saudi Arabia and a strong belief in the idea of meanings gained through
detailed participant observation in a culture. As suggested by Powdermaker's
ethnographies in Stranger and Friend (1966) and Whyte's (1993) urban ethnographic
classic, Street Corner Society, the only way to truly attempt to know a society, its
structures and meanings, is through immersion into its world. Unfortunately, the time
and resources were simply not available for that kind of in-depth project. However, I
soon realized that a grounded theory approach using primarily interviews could also
provide a meaningful study of the women. Grounded theory, introduced by sociologists
Glaser and Strauss (1967), is rooted in data-based research and demands rigorous
structured analysis. Strauss and Corbin (1990) also explained that grounded theory is an
inductive approach that generates a theory after the data has been collected and analyzed.
Therefore, the theory is derived from the data or, in this project, the women's meanings.
Creswell (1998) added that the ''theory'' found through this qualitative approach can take
the fortn of hypotheses, visual models, assertions, and stories. In this project, a
substantive-level theory was for1ned and supported with a visual model (see Chapter IV).
Data Collection
Data collection procedures included preparatory work, entry negotiation, and
location of research settings and participants. Discussion of the interviews and follow-up
procedures are also presented.
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Preparation

In personal ways, the preparation for this study began nine years ago, when I first
met a group of Saudi women who accompanied their husbands to study in the Midwest.
At the weekly dinner parties within the university's student housing, I began to ''soak in''
the culture, language, and customs. From there, my experiences in Saudi Arabia added
another dimension of''in-culture'' preparation. From an academic standpoint, I began
reading about Saudi Arabia and women, in particular, two years ago while completing
my research comprehensive examination. Although the topic was higher education in the
Eastern Province of the Kingdom, the translated materials received from a variety of
academic and non-academic sources on Saudi women's education were helpful in adding
a statistical and technical perspective to my experiences. Additionally, the sources found
for the research comprehensive were helpful in finding background info1111ation for this
project.
In January 2004, when the topic of Saudi women studying abroad became
solidified as my dissertation topic, I contacted the Saudi Arabian Cultural Mission, the
Saudi Arabian Embassy, and the Arab-American Institute, all located in Washington,
•

D.C., to fmd initial contacts with whom I could rely on for future research needs.
Particularly, sources that may not be available through library services or other means
(e.g., current statistical data and participant contacts) were of interest. All of the above
mentioned agencies were kind and extremely helpful. With my own background and the
ability to gain access to a variety of literature on the subject, I felt comfortable in
•

•

proceeding with the research.
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Entry Negotiation
Negotiating entry within the communities of Saudi Arabian women living in the
upper Midwest was not an easy task and took several steps to complete. In fact, at this
point, I began to understand the future rigor that this study would entail.
Entry into the community began by calling several Islamic centers/mosques and
university international centers in North Dakota, Minnesota, and Wisconsin for contact
information. Although initial contact was made with a few Muslim men, I had no
contacts within the Saudi Arabian population, male or female. I then called a Saudi
Arabian cultural agency in Washington, D.C., told the academic director of my project
verbally and by fax, which was then verified by the university. Several contacts and
statistical information were given from this agency.
While waiting for response from the Saudi agency, I decided to try access through
a gatekeeper (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1995). The gatekeeper was a native Saudi male
from the Najd (Riyadh) area of the Kingdom who is fluent in both Arabic and English.
Through his persistence in calling the Islamic centers in the area, initial contact was made
with a woman from Saudi Arabia. After calling this woman, who became a female
gatekeeper within this community, three other women from the same area agreed to
participate. Also from this gatekeeper, a second community was found with three willing
participants. Throughout the initial contact and interviewing process, the Saudi male
gatekeeper proceeded or followed-up initial meetings either by telephone, e-mail, or
visitation with all thirteen of the participants' husbands. I am positive that, without this
gatekeeper, access to these communities may not have been as easily granted.
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Maxwel] (1996) cautions against using the common qualitative ter1ns ''gaining
entry'' and •'establishing rapport'' with the concept that these are ''single events'' (p. 66).
In reality and certainly in this research project, establishing rapport and gaining entry
were part of a continual process that only began with the gatekeepers. The initial
visitations, telephone calls, and/or e-mails that were made in the six communities
involved were essential and yielded more in-depth interviews and participants through
word-of-mouth. At two of the research sites, the women were visited for several hours
over dinner and coffee prior to the actual interviews.
Setting

Once entry was granted, the times and locations were set for initial meetings and
interviews in six separate cities of North Dakota, Minnesota, and Wisconsin. Each of the
locations provided a unique setting for study. Additionally, the women at each
geographical site knew all of the other Saudi women living in the same city and aided me
in the timing of interviews so that I could easily travel from one interview to the next. In
keeping with Saudi customs, I was given coffee, tea, dates, and other desserts at each
meeting, dinner parties at two of the locations, and taken to lunch at another. The smell
of Arab coffee, spices, and/or perfumes filled the air in all of the homes I entered as well.
The strong scents, the religious wall hangings, the prayer rugs, the Arabic language
satellite television in the background, and the occasional call to prayer (Adthan) that
could be heard from the computer were all reminders of the Saudi culture as I was sitting
in these women's living rooms in the Midwest. At one location, I met and interviewed a
woman at the country club that she attended with her family.
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The first city visited had the largest Saudi female population where the women
usually met weekly and on special occasions for dinner parties with other families. The
setting for the dinner parties and the interviews was a home the women referred to in
English as the Saudi house. It was a home bought by the Saudi families as a meeting
place for the families in the area. It was a large home, by American standards, that had
two separate entrances, playrooms for the children, and sitting rooms for both the men
and women. When I arrived with the gatekeeper at the initial meeting, I followed my
original female contact up the cement steps and into the women's entrance on the left
side of the house. The gatekeeper, who came with me to the initial dinner party, sat with
the men in the other half of the home. My children, who also came with me on the initial
meeting, ran between the two areas .through the connecting door on the main floor. The
actual interviews were done at a separate time when I was without the gatekeeper or my
children. I conducted all of the interviews in a room upstairs and ate and chatted with the
women in the sitting room and dining area on the main floor.
In the second location, on the initial meeting, I met with the women at an
apartment of one Saudi family who declined to be in the study, but who was willing to
help me in any other way. In fact, this family hosted a dinner party for the gatekeeper, my
children, and me when we first arrived. The women in this location did not meet weekly,
but rather their busy schedules only allowed them to meet occasionally and on special
holidays and occasions at each other's homes. The interviews were conducted at a
separate time when I was alone at two different homes in this city.
I met with the women in the third location once at each of their individual homes
in the city. The interviews were conducted at the time of the initial meeting. However,
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several phone calls were made prior to the interview to discuss the study. The Saudi
women in this location met at each other's homes when their schedules allowed.
I met with three other women at three different geographical locations in the same
state only once. However, phone calls were made prior to and after these meetings to
discuss the study. All of the interviews, with the exception of one, were conducted at the
participants' homes. One of the women interviewed also asked to respond in writing as
she felt that she could communicate better through written text. The final participant in
the state was not available at the time of my travel, but she also chose to respond to the
interview questions primarily through writing. All of the women visited in this state met
often with the other Saudi/Arab women in their respective communities.
Participants

Participants were chosen through methods of both convenience sampling and
criterion-based sampling (Patton, 1990). Convenience sampling was a necessity as the
population is not only small in the upper Midwest, but it is also relatively difficult to gain
access into it unless you are currently a member. The participant sample was also based
on criteria. The necessary criteria were: Saudi national origin, age of adulthood (18), an
intertnediate English proficiency level, and at least six months living in their current
Midwestern location. The original criteria remained throughout the study with the
exception of English proficiency level. Some participants did not have intermediate
English speaking proficiency, which made it difficult for me to understand their word
choices and, therefore, their meanings. Rather than speculate about the intended
meanings or remove the cases altogether, I chose to use a translator, written text, and/or
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translated materials to ensure accuracy and include all willing participants (see
Interviews).
A basic composite of the average participant is provided (a more specific
description is included in the following section). She is a native Saudi Arabian woman in
her early 30s. She has lived in the United States for more than eight months but less than
seven years. In most cases, she has accompanied her husband to the United States for
work or studies. She is Muslim, married with children (ages infant to teenager), and she
has the education level of a college graduate. She either holds an advanced degree or
plans to finish her bachelor's degree upon return to the Kingdom. She has taken courses
in English as a Second Language in the U.S. or plans to do so. She discusses religion and
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family as her priorities and is openly curious about the United States and American
characteristics. She sends her children to Islamic ''Sunday'' school or religious education
in her local American community where possible and teaches them the necessary subjects
to pass the Saudi government exams. Through contact with family, friends (Saudi and
non-Saudi alike), Internet, food (local Arab markets), and Arab satellite television in the
U.S., she stays connected with her home country. She plans to return to the Kingdom
when either she or her husband is done with academic studies.
Individual Participants

To protect the confidentiality of each participant, their names have been changed
and no reference to their exact location is given. In addition, each woman is referred to
as Um (mother)+ a name of either a boy or girl (not the actual name of that woman's
child), i.e., Um Sultan. As mentioned in Chapter I, Um is a title of respect in Saudi
culture and was chosen to personalize the research to the participants and readers.
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Um Sarah is in her 30s and lives in the state of Minnesota. She is married and has six
children. She has been in the U.S. for about 12 years with a 3 Yi year break when her
family returned to Saudi Arabia. She is currently studying in basic adult education
courses, and she does not work outside of the home.

Um Sultan is in her 40s and lives in the state of Minnesota. She is married and has five
children. At the time of the interview, she had been in the U.S. for almost one year, but
had been in the States before. She is working in a medical consulting position and works
daily outside of her home in the Midwest.
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Um Khadijah is in her 30s and lives in the state of Wisconsin. She is married and has
three children. She has been in the U.S. for three years and does not work outside of the
home in the Midwest. In Saudi Arabia, she was a high school teacher for five years.

Um Aisha is in her late 20s and lives in the state of Wisconsin. She is married and has
six children. She has been in the U.S. for over 3 years. She does not work outside of the
home.

Um Zaid is in her 30s and lives in the state of Minnesota. She is married and has two
children. She has been in the U.S. for more than five years in several different locations.
She has been in her current location approximately 4 years. She is studying for an
..

advanced degree and does not work an extra job outside of the home.
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Um Abdullah is in her 30s and lives in the state of Minnesota. She. is a married mother of
three children, and she is expecting a fourth child. She has been in the U.S. for two years
and does not work outside her home. In Saudi Arabia, she works as a medical doctor.

Um Maha is in her 30s and lives in the state of North Dakota. She is married and a
mother of four children. She has been in the U.S. for over two years, one year at her
current location. She does not work outside her home in the Midwest.

Um Ali is in her 30s and lives in the state of Minnesota. She is married and has five
children. She has been in several states in the U.S., and lived in the U.S. for about five
I
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years. She is studying for an advanced degree and does not hold an extra job outside of
the home.

Um Noura is in her 20s and lives in the state of Wisconsin. She is married and an
expectant mother of one child. She has been in the U.S. for more than five years. She is
currently studying in the U.S. and does not work outside of the home.

Um Isa is in her 30s and lives in the state of Minnesota. She is married and has three
children. She was in the U.S. about 8-9 months at the time of the interview, but plans
to remain in the Midwest until 2006. She is currently studying in the U.S., and does not
work outside of the home.
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Um Johara is in her 20s and lives in the state of Wisconsin. She is married and has one
child. She has been in the U.S. for about 2 years. She is currently studying in the U.S.,
.

and does not work outside of her home.

Um Hassan is in her 20s and lives in the state of Minnesota. She is married and has two
children. She has been in the U.S. for about 4 years. She has been studying in the U.S.,
and does not work outside of her home.

Um Sofia is in her 20s and lives in the state of North Dakota. She is married and is
an expectant mother. She has been in the U.S. about 8 months. She is currently not
studying in the U.S., and she does not work outside of her home.
Interviews
The interview questions were originally written in an advanced qualitative
methodology course, pared down for my research comprehensive exam, and modified for
this project. While designing the interview questions, I constantly kept the ideas of
possible adjustment and acculturation in mind. The final interview protocol in English is
included in Appendix A. For the women who had limited English proficiency or who
were interested in the questions in Arabic, an official translation in Arabic done in Saudi
Arabia is provided in Appendix B. The intention of the questions, as is common in
qualitative research, was to guide an open-ended interview without leading questions. Of
course, the interviews were often varied as the responses guided follow-up and probe
questions. Before the interviews were conducted, informed consen� following guidelines
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of the Institutional Review Board was given (see Appendix C). In some cases, the
consent form was discussed at length and partially translated.
The Rubins (1995) emphasized that ''you can mention experiences that you have
had that made you interested in the topic or that show some commonality with the
interviewee'' (p. 129). During the initial telephone calls, at the initial meetings and the
interviews themselves, we, the participants and I, would discuss our experiences in Saudi
Arabia and in the Midwest. Each participant asked my intentions and exactly why I was
interested in the topic of women from Saudi Arabia. Several women asked about my
children, family, ethnic, and educational background. My responses and my openness
were imperative to connecting with the women. Furtherrnore, as Rubin and Rubin
mentioned, some participants wondered why some of the questions focused on their
ordinary everyday activities. One participant even asked ''Who cares?'' In these
instances, I shared with them my own experiences discussing Saudi Arabia in front of a
class as well as in my personal life and described the lack of knowledge that I had
encountered. In addition, these chats at initial meetings and at the beginning of
interviews helped both the participants and me gauge language proficiency in Arabic and
English respectively.
As both Mishler ( 1986) and Seidman (1998) wrote, interviews should be a
communicative dialogue. Seidman suggested a three-interview protocol for most
research projects. Due to time constraints, family obligations, and traveling distances, I
visited only two of the six communities twice, but engaged in several telephone
conversations to ask follow-up questions and check vague information. In all, 15 days
were spent traveling to the six communities.
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The interviews ranged in length from 45 minutes to two hours. In some cases,
short breaks were necessary as the children were running about and requesting the
attention of their mothers. Schuman (1982) suggested a 90-minute format would be
appropriate for an interview with an adult. Seidman (1998) concurred with the 90-minute
interview saying that an hour fo11nat might encourage a ''clock-watching'' mentality and
two hours was just ''too long," but added there is ''nothing magical or absolute about this
time frame'' (p. 14). I told the women initially that the interviews would last an hour to
an hour and a half, and I tried to adhere to that format. Inevitably, the time frame
depended upon the circumstances and the women's responses. One to three interviews
were done in a day. The three-interview days were extremely exhausting and, in fact,
according to scholars (Seidman, 1998; Rubin & Rubin, 1995), several interviews in a day
are not desirable. The researcher needs time to process the information and make any
necessary changes before the.next interview. However, due to family commitments and
time restraints for all involved in the research, three-interview days were necessary.
A hand-held audio recorder was used to tape four interviews only. Based on
cultural and religious beliefs, audiotapes can be an uncomfortable research tool for some
women. I often felt awkward even asking to tape, knowing the background in Saudi
culture. Yet, I mentioned it briefly at the onset of each interview meeting and during
inforrned consent. It is not to say that Saudi women are not on television, the radio, at
taped conferences, etc., but this is a fairly new concept and one that may or may not be
welcomed by each individual woman. After listening to the interviews several times, I
transcribed them, which took about ten days. I also wrote reflective notes (Creswell,
1998), based on the transcripts to improve my interview technique and adjust some word
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choices prior to the next interview. Rubin and Rubin (1995) mentioned the benefits of
audio taping interviews (e.g., word-for-word accuracy and researcher ability to focus on
other aspects of the interview such as important non-verbal communications). Seidman
(1998) also believed strongly that ''in-depth interviews should be tape-recorded'' and that
each word a participant uses ''reflects his or her consciousness'' (p. 97). However, there
are also disadvantages mentioned by several scholars, including Rubin and Rubin, Patton
(1989) and Lincoln and Guba (1985); possible drawbacks mentioned were discomfort for
certain types of participants, tape clarity problems, and lax attention to the spoken word
by the researcher. In any case, as are most scholars, I am a proponent of audio taping as a
means of accurate data collection for both the researcher and participants. Yet, with
respect to the cultural beliefs and sensitivities of the women involved in the study, audio
taping was not an issue that I dwelled on for any length of time.
With the absence of a substantial amount of recording, detailed and immediate
notes and memos, both descriptive and analytic, were absolutely necessary research tools
(Creswell, 1998; Strauss & Corbin, 1990). A laptop computer was used at each
interview, whether taped or not, and the primary questions were in the open file prior to
the beginning of the interview to improve the flow of discussion. I became quite adept at
writing notes in abbreviation and filling in the missing information immediately after the
interviews or during short breaks. Detailed notes were also taken regarding not only
responses and setting descriptions, but nonverbal gestures as the interviews were
proceeding. Next, short memos were written immediately after the interviews as an
attempt to process and conceptualize the inforrnation. Glaser (1978) wrote that in
grounded theory research, memoing is necessary for ''raising the description to a
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theoretical level through conceptual rendering of the material'' (p. 84). On the few
occasions where the interviews were back-to-back, short memos were written during
short breaks or immediately after the day's interviews were complete. In total, with
notes, memos, and verbatim transcripts, approximately 150 pages of data were collected.
Back-up files of computer data were also created.
Data Analysis
Analysis began during the interviews while recording and/or writing the women's
responses. The process continued with immediate note taking and memoing about the
participants' nonverbal gestures, attitudes, pauses, etc. Once the interviews were
complete, some initial coding was done by hand, which eventually led to computer-aided
coding and grouping of codes. Following Strauss and Corbin's (1990) grounded theory
model, systemized procedures of open coding, axial coding, and selective coding were
completed and added complexity, rigor, and detail to the research.
Grounded Theory Procedures

Open Coding
Open coding or coding that involves ''developing categories of
infor1nation ... supported by the text'' (Creswell, 1998, p. 150) was initially done using the
computer program Ethnograph 5.0. Each interview was placed on the program and coded
line-by-line leading to over 300 codes. The codes were then constantly compared to the
data, combined by similar meaning, and grouped to fo1m 24 initial categories. Within
those categories, the properties, subcategories, and dimensions, or extremes were
consiqered. I diagrammed some of the categories for personal processing of the data and
used in vivo codes when possible.
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Axial Coding
After the initial or open coding was completed, axial coding procedures aided in
development of the eventual theory. Axial coding combined the categories to identify the
most saturated category, the category that was supported by most of the data, which
became the central phenomenon of the study (Creswell, 1998). For reasons of clarity, the
saturated category was then divided into two central phenomena. The central phenomena
were (1) the women's appreciation of the different services and ''system'' and an overall
positive view of the American people, and (2) mixed or negative initial reactions to the
Midwest, concerns about American culture, and American perceptions of Saudi women
which evolved from over 80 of the original codes.
•

Once the central phenomena were chosen, I then returned to the data to find the
categories and information that supported the other components of grounded theory
research outlined by Strauss and Corbin (1990): causal conditions (the environment in
which the phenomena emerged), strategies (specific responses to phenomena), context
(specifics influencing the strategies taken), intervening conditions (broader context that
may have influenced the strategies), and, finally, consequences of the chosen strategies.
A visual model was the most beneficial for personal processing of the infortnation (see
Chapter IV, p. 70). I then began to check and recheck all of the components of the theory
with the central phenomena to test the relationships.
Selective Coding
In this ''final phase of coding'' (Creswell, 1998, p. 242), I continued the process of
checking the combined categories with the central phenomena using a more rigorous
approach. I further expanded the categories that seemed underdeveloped and combined
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categories as needed. It was also here where I found some errors in my original axial
coding procedures and redid the visual model several times as the ''story'' just did not
make sense when checking with the data. This part of the coding eventually led to the
narrative presentation in Chapter IV.
Theory Development
A substantive-level theory or a ''low-level theory that is applicable to immediate
situations'' (Creswell, 1998, p. 242) was constantly developing throughout the analysis
procedures. Although a strong amount of discriminant sampling was done with the data,
the final theory is applicable only to the particular context of this research (for further
discussion, see Validity Issues and Limitations).
The final theory that resulted from careful analysis of the data includes the main
components of grounded theory. A visual model is provided in Chapter IV (p. 70). A
brief narrative of that model is provided here. Initially, as previously stated, the central
phenomena, emerged during the axial coding process. These phenomena were (1) the
women's appreciation of the American system and positive view of American people,
and (2) the women's mixed or negative initial reactions to the Midwest, American
culture, and the perceived American view of Saudi women. The causal conditions, i.e.,
the conditions that cause the central phenomena to appear, were the religious and cultural
nortns of Saudi Arabia and the women's initial reasons for coming to the Midwest. The
women's specific responses to the phenomena, or strategies, were (1) to maximize the
positive perceptions through continued education in the U.S. and involvement in
activities, and (2) to minimize the negative perceptions through religious tie� and
customs, family, and new friends. The strategies appeared considering both the specific
63

contextual factors and the broader intervening conditions while living in the Midwest.
These conditions, such as duration in the U.S., religious/cultural values, family
responsibilities, and level of English proficiency, greatly affected the strategies chosen by
the women. Finally, by using the previously mentioned strategies to adjust to life in the
Midwest, several consequences, both positive and negative, resulted. These
consequences were the women's limited future possibilities in the U.S., changes in the
women's viewpoints regarding the U.S., and the realization that the average American
knows little about Saudi women.
Validity Issues
In all areas of research, validity is an important issue. In the case of qualitative

research, validity is not only an important, but often controversial issue. Maxwell (1996)
defines validity in qualitative research as ''the correctness or credibility of a description,
conclusion, explanation, interpretation, or other sort of account'' (p. 89). He also
emphasizes that a valid study does not necessarily have to provide an ''absolute truth.'' In
reality, each researcher will bring his/her own characteristics to the interpretation of
accounts and add another dimension to the existing literature. Still, in theory and practice,
a ,,aJid study should be credible, believable, and provide a strong framework for future
research.
Hara ( 1995) wrote that one of the main threats to interpretive validity in
qualitative study is the possibility of researcher bias. She argued that the researcher's
viewpoint is essential and often highly subjective in qualitative research.
The researcher's viewpoint and value judgements are deeply connected to the
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research. In this view, the relationship of researcher and what is being researched
is impossible to separate ... There is a belief that research facts and researcher's
value judgements or interpretations of the research cannot exist separately...In
consequence, the researcher's personal knowledge and research experience fully
influence the research. (p. 352)
In this case, I do have a definite frame of reference. However, it is impossible to
eliminate all preconceptions or biases of either qualitative or quantitative researchers.
Rather, identifying the biases, being aware of their possible influence, and using them to
aid the research is the most productive way of dealing with this entirely human condition.
Further1nore, Creswell (1998) wrote that validity, also called verification in
grounded theory studies (Strauss & Corbin, 1990), lies within the rigorous data analysis
required in the grounded theory approach. Through open and axial coding procedures,
''the researcher poses questions that relate the categories and then returns to the data and
looks for evidence, incidents, and events that support or refute the questions, thereby
verifying the data ...called discriminant sampling'' (p. 209). In this research,
discriminant sampling was used to analyze the data, particularly during axial and
selective coding to ensure that the final low-level theory was consistent with the
categories found.
Member checking and feedback was also used to minimize the threat of
interpretive validity (Guba & Lincoln, 1989; Creswell, 1998; Maxwell, 1996; Gerdes &
Conn, 2001; Fielding & Fielding, 1986). Unclear information and interpretations were
checked with the participants through follow-up telephone calls in approximately seven
instances. Additionally, colleagues, my advisor, and others familiar with the Saudi
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Arabian female population gave feedback and differing perspectives regarding interviews
and my initial thoughts. Primarily interviews, experiential knowledge, and background
literature were used to obtain an accurate representation of the women while living in the
Midwest.
Limitations
Even though steps were taken to minimize issues of validity, there are several
limitations of the study that became evident while collecting the data and reviewing the
literature. First, language, as previously discussed, was an important limitation for me as
the researcher. Without the linguistic background in standard Arabic, it was difficult to
converse with women who had beginner-intermediate levels of English proficiency. In
fact, some women may have declined participation due to linguistic differences.
However, people from any culture or background with limited language proficiency in
the host country's primary language (in this case, English) will have different experiences
than those with advanced proficiency as language is a key element of entry into any
culture. Therefore, the results could be entirely different depending upon the participants'
English language proficiency. Language also played a role in the word choices, and
therefore, the semantics and conversation flow, of the participants' interviews who were
not fluent in English or who may have felt awkward trying to communicate with a limited
speaker of Arabic. Language also limited the literature that could be reviewed. I was
confined to literature written in English or translated in English rather than the actual
form in Arabic.
Second, my interpretation of this research, as is inherent in all qualitative
research, influences the fmal results. If another researcher, with differing views and
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knowledge about Saudi Arabia, were to complete the same research, the outcome may be
quite differt!nt. In fact, my research is specific and unique to this geographical location,
within this social group,at this time in history,and considering my perspectives and
background.
Third,the sample size of the women interviewed for this study was relatively
small. Although the number of Saudi women in North Dakota,Minnesota,and
Wisconsin,estimated to be few (less than 150 women total),the small number greatly
limits generalizability to the larger Saudi female population in the U.S. or the Saudi
female population living abroad. A larger sample in future research could also provide
interpretations about women with differing demographic variables.
Fourth, in order to provide further validity to this research,more participant
observation and time in the field are necessary. Especially in a research area with little
existing literature,more time needs to be spent in the research field for defmitive and
verifiable results. As mentioned previously,due to time and fmancial constraints, as well
as family responsibilities,it simply was not possible for this project.
Finally, this project does not account for all of the differing aspects of the Saudi
participants. Characteristics or variables such as age, socioeconomic background,
originally tribal or non-tribal (specific to Saudi Arabia) family background, and branches
of Islam,just to name a few, are not considered. Surely,if the women, although
somewhat homogenous through characteristics such as marital status, gender, citizenship,
and core religious and cultural beliefs, had all or most of these characteristics in common,
the results of th� fmdings could be different and possibly transferable to other Saudi
women living abroad with the same characteristics.
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Final Note on Methodology
At the end of the some of the interviews, a few of the women mentioned that if I,
as the researcher, needed to ''edit'' the comments or ''fix'' the wording to make it more
understandable for the readers, that would be fine. Some of the women were worried
about their use of English and comprehension. After considering this idea of ''editing''
briefly, I chose not to alter any of the wording or add to their direct quotes for three
reasons: (1) the women's direct quotes and meanings were extremely understandable, (2)
the richness of qualitative research is in the words, gestures, and tone of the people being
studied

the women themselves, not the researcher, and (3) as a matter of ethics, I cannot

add my words in place of another's. In the rare case where an extra word was necessary
•

for clarification in a direct quote, I added the word in parenthetical form. Lastly, as an
educator and proponent of diversity, I respected and found courageous the fact that the
women often decided to speak with me in their second language, English, knowing that I
was researching their experiences, and their words could and would be used throughout
my dissertation.
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CHAPTER IV
PRESENTATION OF THE DATA
In this chapter, an interpretive theoretical mode] of the women's perceptions is
presented and explained. The grounded theory model ( discussed in Chapter III) outlined
by Strauss and Corbin (1990) and further explained by Creswell (1998) requires the
telling of a ''story'' through identification of a central phenomenon (saturated category/s)
resulting from causal conditions, which then leads to strategies affected by context and
intervening conditions, and finally resulting in consequences of using the outlined
strategies. Each of the theory or ''story'' components will be presented visually and
supported and explained in narrative form by actual interview and/or written quotations,
as well as, notes and memos from interviews and phone calls.
The visual model for Saudi Arabian women's perceptions of living in the upper
Midwestern states of North Dakota, Minnesota, and Wisconsin is presented in Figure 4.
Causal Conditions
The causal conditions for the central phenomena emerged after the initial coding
process developed into categories which were further combined based on the
data. Several categories were interrelated in the axial coding process leading to two
main causal conditions: religious/cultural norms of the participants' home setting, Saudi
Arabia, and the women's main reasons for coming to the Midwest. Table 1 displays the
codes and corresponding categories that fo11ned these causes.
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Figure 4. Theoretical Model of Saudi Women's Perceptions.
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Table 1. Codes and Categories of Causal Conditions: Religious/Cultural Nor1ns of Saudi
Arabia and Reasons for Coming to the Midwest
•

Categories

Codes
clothing

abaya

hijab

customs

coffee/tea

food

religion

Islam

maid

drivers

religious/cultural nonns of home
country

Conditions

visiting family/friends
husband

consultant

research

study

good school

scholarship

choice

facility

Causal

reasons for coming to Midwest

Causal Condition # 1: Religious/Cultural Nortns of Saudi Arabia
One important causal condition of how the women ''view'' the Midwest while
living in their current location is the norms of their home country. As with anyone, the
''eyes'' through which we see the world shapes our perceptions. All 13 participants
mentioned the cultural/religious nor1ns of Saudi Arabia as compared to their new home in
the U.S.
Um AbdAllah mentioned the important cultural nor1ns in religious practices
and familial relationships:
Religion is very important (in Saudi). Here, there are many religions and, there,
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there is one religion and many ideas ...Regarding families, the mother, father,
sister, �rother, they stay the whole life together. We don't lose our parents at
all and even if they have 10 kids, it is essential that one stays with the parents
which is not here. Most of our neighbors (here) are older and alone.
Um Johara stressed the importance of Saudi family relationships even further:
Family relationship is the center of everything and is important. Girls in
Saudi stay at home until they are married. The parents raise the children.
They don't have to work to make a living.
Similar to many of the participants, Um Aisha discussed another important
cultural nortn of visiting relatives/friends:
I do and carry out the same activities that I had been doing in my country but here
in the U.S., there is an excess and leisure time due to less relatives or Arabs.
Um Zaid further discussed visiting family and friends and also the customary
practice of drinking coffee and eating dates in a typical day in Saudi Arabia. I received
coffee and dates at every Saudi home during the interview process. Um Zaid said:
After I come back (from the university), we have lunch at I :00 and then
we have free time to visit neighbors and friends. After that, we have our
meeting with the family and have coffee and dates and then spend some
time reading or preparing for another day.
The sharing of customs and hospitality is also another cultural norm that each
participant brought with them from Saudi Arabia. In notes written several hours after
the interview with Um AbdAllah, I remembered the depth of hospitality from a woman I
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had only met once before:
There was a dinner the first time and coffee, dates, tea, and desserts on the second
visit. She and Abu AbdAllah (her husband) drove me to the fallowing
participant's home, waited for me at another location as not to ''interrupt'' my
interview, and then drove me to the airport. When I thanked them several times
for driving me about town, both Um and Abu AbdAllah said that this was ''their
duty'' of hospitality to their visitor. Um AbdAllah opened her home to me. She
said she would ''love'' to help me in any way.
Several of the women also mentioned the importance of their driver and helper, or
maid, in their homes in Saudi Arabia Due to time constraints and issues of mobility,
many working women and mothers employ both in their home country. In the Midwest,
none of the women interviewed had household help from employees or family members
which would play a role in their time schedules and eventually their perceptions in their
current location. Um Hassan said:
In Saudi Arabia, my life is very comfortable because I have a maid. I sleep
late and I wake up late (laughs) and I visit my family...no cooking. I eat lunch
with my husband and his family.
Similarly, Um Ali discussed her cultural norms by talking about a typical day
in Saudi Arabia:
I am a working woman. I wake up in the early morning and send my kids to
school. I work in the university... no strict schedule. My maid prepares
everything for me '. After that, my husband comes for lunch at 3:30. We talce
a rest and we study for my children. I prepare the next day for the university.
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The driver brings the children to school and picks up the children.
However, other participants such as Um Sarah, who has lived in the U.S. over a
decade intermittently, did not have household help in either country.
I wake up early even in Saudi and after my husband left to the job and my
kids go to school, I have to clean my house, read, and if I have to visit my
mom, I go and then come back and do my stuff. My kids come home and have
lunch and they lay down and then do their homework and maybe it's
maghrib (sunset). Then they fall asleep.

All of the participants also mentioned their manner of dress in Saudi Arabia
which is based on cultural/religious norms of modesty and as Um Sultan mentioned, a
''boundary'' between the genders. In fact, all participants wore hijab (hair cover) in their
Midwestern city when leaving their homes and some wore ''caps'' or a coat-like garment
covering the body. The cap is similar to the Saudi abaya or black garment worn by
women in the Kingdom.
It is important to note that although adherence to Islam, family relations,
modest dress, and customs are quite common, any country of over 20 million people,
such as Saudi Arabia, is not homogeneous regarding cultural and religious norms.
Causal Condition #2: Reasons for coming to the Midwest
The reasons for coming to the Midwest, or any location, are important factors in
determining eventual perceptions or interpretations. Was the participant's location in one
of the three Midwestern states by choice or was it required? Was there a choice between
areas of the country or between the US and another country? Did the participants expect
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to study here or work here? Were there plans for immigration or studying/working
for several months or years in the Midwest? Certainly, the answers to these questions
help to deter1nine how the women view or perceive the Midwest.
Eleven of the thirteen participants accompanied their husband to the Midwest for
educational/research purposes. The remaining two of the participants came to
study/research on their own behalf and their husbands/children came with them. All have
been sponsored by the government or a company to continue their education or research.
These numbers mirror the research presented in Chapter II by Smith (2003) emphasizing
that one strong dimension of the Saudi-American relationship is education, particularly
higher education.
Therefore, all of the participants came to their particular location in the
Midwest due to the educational/research facilities, particular program provided, and/or
scholarship provided by the Saudi Arabian government in the necessary field. It is also
important to note that all of the degrees sought by either the woman and/or her spouse in
the U.S. were graduate degrees or based on graduate research. This causal condition also
emphasizes the idea that the participants and their families were in the Midwest based on
educational needs and a specific purpose, rather than a leisure trip or business
assignment. Um Ali, one of the women who came due to her own education, said:
I was a T.A. in Saudi Arabia, then I got a master's at ... State University.
So, this is not my first time. We came before for my husband for a diploma
in ...management in Oklahoma. The U of ... offers a degree (PhD) in ...
education, but based on religion and culture, women cannot travel by themselves.
He (husband) took a job leave to come with me. But, now, he is also studying at
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the university.
Um Ali's comments reflect not only reasons for entering the Midwest, but, as she
mentioned, the religious and cultural custom of familial companions for women traveling
great distances. She also said that she had a choice between studying in the U.S. or U .K.,
but she chose the American program as the people seemed ''very friendly.' ' Similarly,
Um Maha emphasized that her family had a choice to go to North Dakota or Kansas
based on her husband's educational program needs. They chose North Dakota because
they thought it would be a ''nice'' place to live. Um Sultan, who came to work in the
research field, said she came because she ''wanted to see how we are comparable to them
(Americans)'' in her field. Um Zaid added that her ''husband came here (to the university)
on scholarship ...and it's a good university for him." She also took the opportunity to
further her own graduate work which will be discussed in the ''Strategies'' section.
The two causal conditions, religious/cultural norms of Saudi Arabia and reasons
for coming to the Midwest will also play an influential role in the choice of strategies
used to deal with the ''new'' culture.
Central Phenomena
The central phenomena, i.e., the themes most frequently discussed by the women,
were the two most saturated categories of (1) appreciation of the different services and
''system," and an overall positive view of American people (see Table 2), and (2) mixed
or negative initial reactions to Midwest, concern about American culture and
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Table 2. Codes and Categories of Central Phenomenon #1: Positive Perceptions of
Living in the Midwest.

Codes

Categories

system

organized

promptness

elder people's mobility

teachers

laws and regulations

schools

comfort

''system'' and services

handicapped facilities
mail services

recycling

public libraries
good heart

flexible

simple

friendly

perceptions

honest

straightforward

of Midwestern people

trustworthy

truthfuJ

strong

respectful

cooperative

outgoing

peaceful

ruce

open

nonjudgemental

American perceptions of the Saudi women (See Table 3). From the 333 original codes,
over 80 were related and condensed into categories through the coding processes that
1

eventually led to the central phenomeria. The women consistently spoke of the contrasts
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and comparisons between Saudi culture and the Midwestern American culture. Some of
the phenomena or happenings in the upper Midwest were positive (phenomenon 1) and
some were mixed or negative (phenomenon 2). The subjective phenomena represent
both perspectives.
Central Phenomenon #1: Appreciation of the services and overall positive view of people
Two main categories or ''instances of the phenomenon'' (Creswell, 1998, p. 239),
supported the frrst core component. These categories included appreciation of the
''system'' and services and overall positive perceptions of American people.
Appreciation ofthe Different Services and System

The main attributes mentioned about living in North Dakota, Minnesota, and
Wisconsin were ''services'' available and the overall American ''system.'' As many of the
women have lived in or traveled to other parts of the country, most of the attributes
mentioned were more about the U.S. as a whole rather than the specific area in
which the women were living.
Um Sarah mentioned that ''... like the mail is good here and it is so helpful even
the telephone company is so helpful; yeah, I like the services.'' Um Khadijah said that
''the public libraries are very good and easy to use'' and that recycling was a positive
service. Both Um Khadijah and Um Johara also mentioned the excellent services for
people with handicaps.
Um Sultan discussed services and their relations to the quality of life. She also
questions her life at ''home'' based on the services she has seen in the Midwest:
The thing I like most is their life is easy. Things are easy. Poor, rich, smart
stupid, whoever you are, you can have a simple life...very peculiar, and
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everyone has to have a microwave, a.c. (air conditioning) telephone, and
answering machine.They can have it without much money. You can find
whatever you want. A quality of life. I won't be satisfied with things I have here,
(Midwest) and there everyone shows off and likes to have things. For example,
can I have no maid back home (a shrug of the shoulders)?
Um Johara added, ''The life is much easier ir1 services here than in Saudi. You
can get all you want.'' She also mentioned the ''need to show off' in her homeland and
said that people may ''borrow money'' to maintain appearances.
Um AbdAllah and Um Isa felt the strongest attribute of the region, in fact of the
U.S. was what they referred to as the ''system." Um AbdAllah said:
The best thing is the system ... everything ... America equals system. I'm still
insisting on that. Law rules. If you make a mistake, you will be in trouble.
This keeps us down, because we don't follow our system (Saudi). I like
their (American) system in research, in people's lives, etc.
Combining both service and system, Um Khadijah, a mother of two school-age
children, briefly mentioned the schools as a positive characteristic, ''In my children's
primary school, parents participate a lot in school activities like trips or volunteer
activities.'' It was something she hoped to improve upon in her school in Saudi.
Similarly, Um Maha, a mother of four, said that the schools in her North Dakota
city are ''very, very good'' and she has seen a marked improvement in her children's
English skills as compared to her family's previous American location. In fact, her oldest
daughter in primary school sporadically translated for her mother in a distinct
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Midwestern accent during the interview. Um Hassan also mentioned the schools as being
an asset whether they were ''government," public, or private.
Rather than the concrete attributes of services, systems and schools, when asked
her favorite characteristic about American life, Um Noura, who has spent most of her
adult life in the U.S., replied passionately with a more abstract and subjective attribute
which relies heavily on her perceived cultural norms:
Freedom. Freedom in life. I can do whatever I want without any custom. I can
do this (gesturing with her hands) without any problem. If she's Muslim,
she will do whatever's in Islamic culture. But she needs freedom ...(not)you
have to do this, you have to do that. Islam is easy and fun. You will accept it
if you really accept what will happen for women. But not custom or for a
man, yes; for a woman, no.
Positive View ofAmerican People

The former support category is closely related to perceptions of people, yet
obvious differences arose. For example, most of the participants spoke about their
favorite American attribute and mentioned people during another question ( see Appendix
•

A). However, some women actually said the characteristics of the people were a favorite
attribute.
When asked about her ''favorite thing in American life," Um Zaid mentioned a
characteristic of the people:
The thing I like the most about American life so far is their concern about time,
their promptness. They don't waste time. They are hard worltjng and most of
them are truthful... I think most of them are nice people like any others in the
80
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world ... like I have many friends who are American and I have strong
relationships with them.
Similarly Um Johara mentioned the people and said, ''They (Americans) are
outgoing, and they are straightforward and simple.'' Um Isa agreed: ''They have punctual
\

attendance. They are respectable and trust others highly, and I feel they don't lie either."
Um Maha said that her favorite characteristic was also the people, but for a
different reason:
The thing I like most is no loud voices. You know (nodding to me) in Saudi
Arabia it is loud and people talk quickly and here, they talk slowly. They
speak slowly and not so loud; yeah, language ... But, sometime, no, people
talk quickly and language can be a problem.
Um AbdAllah felt Americans have ''a good heart'' and both Um Sarah and Um
Maha identified the people as ''nice." Um Aisha discussed the idea of humanity with
relation to the American people:
People here are like other people elsewhere. They have their customs, traditions,
and their own life. They live and practice daily life with specific goals they want
to achieve. I myself look always to the full part of the glass, optimistic. People
here are good. I respect them and their way of life. Similarly, I like them to
respect my way of living.
Um Sultan felt positive about the people, but she was a bit more skeptical:
Everyone here is cooperative at work and as if I've been here for years ...they
are very nice people ...very helpful...kind-hearted... They are very honest.
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I'm not sure if it's true or not and they can trust you a lot ...very trustworthy.
In our area, we expect everything to be false. That's amazing. The people
who follow regulations, rules, and the law. Are they that perfect? ...They are
very open, not open-minded. They talk freely and what they say ...They look
very good.
Um Noura, who was consistently and passionately positive about the United
States and Americans, also mentioned the characteristic of honesty and again related the
characteristic to her perceived cultural nonns:
Some Americans are very friendly. Some are conservative. Some, they don't like
to like ...ok...we like each other. We don't like foreigners. It's different...I feel
American is honest. They never lie ...I feel this. I like something because they
don't have to lie, they don't have to have sensitivity like we do in our culture.
I can't say this 'cause you'll be mad and I don't have to follow customs.
The first central phenomenon of the women's appreciation for the services and
system in the U.S. and the overall positive view of American people, as shown, were
mostly consistent and defmitive. This phenomenon was also largely influenced by both
cultural/religious norms and the women's purpose for being in the United States.
Central Phenomenon #2: Mixed or negative initial reactions and concerns
This core phenomenon was illustrated by three support categories (as shown in
Table 3): (1) mixed or negative initial reactions to Midwest, (2) concerns about the
American culture, and (3) the perceived American view of the Saudi women.
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Table 3. Codes and Categories of Central Phenomenon #2: Mixed or Negative
· Perceptions of living in the Midwest.

Codes

Categories

happy

excited

relief

no culture shock

nortnal

optimistic

worried

scared

concern

initial shock

miserable

sadness

more work

frustration

homesick

a lot of difference

tired

a lot of change

alone

depressed

too cold

different climate

mixed or negative initial reactions

lack strong morals and values
culture

few boundaries
cultural concerns

media-naked social difficulty
cable

sexual orientation issues

stress

family relations

expensive

society based in work

language

medical insurance

83

Table 3 cont.
I

abused

oppressed

9/11

strange

needy

low

rich

uncivilized

slaves

no mind

perceived American view

Mixed or Negative Reactions
The initial reactions are the ''feelings'' the women had upon arrival in the
Midwest. It was asked in the for1n of a ''How did you feel then'' and ''now'' question.
The ''then'' or initial part is significant due to the fact that the strategies employed to deal
with the initial positive, neutral, negative, or mixed feelings can determine how the
participant interprets her feelings ''now," several months or years later.
Um Ali, Um Johara, and Um Sultan, who had been in the U.S. several times
previously, described their reactions to their latest location in the Midwest as ''nor1nal''
and that they experienced ''no culture shock.''
Um Noura, who had been in the U.S. for 5 years intermittently, expressed the
most positive reflections about coming to the Midwest:
I love America and to travel and I wanted to come here. I had never been to
the U.S. before. I was happy ...when I see the town, how quiet and friendly,
you feel the same. They are friendly, and the city is so quiet when you compare
it to Chicago or other big places.
84

Um Maha discussed the possibilities for her children. She said, ''I'm happy
because my kids study English and new language. It's not bad."
Um Khadijah, a secondary teacher in Saudi who had been in Wisconsin for almost
three years, had what she called ''mixed emotions.'' She felt that the move to the
Midwest was ''good'' for her husband and ''a bit of relief as a vacation away from
pressure of teaching at school; a chance to rearrange my mind." But, she added that she
had ''concern'' regarding her children's ''language, religion, and social skills." She
described an initial ''feeling of loss of my family, friends, job and daily life as if it is a
new life.''
Um Isa, who had just arrived in the Midwest for the first time eight months prior,
said about her arrival, ''I was worried about a different culture. I have three children and
I was a little bit excited.'' Um Sophia, who has only been in the Midwest for about 8
months as well, mentioned some hesitation at frrst, but now said she feels ''normal.''
Similarly, Um Maha was both ''happy'' and apprehensive. She said, ''The frrst
time I'm scared because new community and new people and I don't have language and
my kids not speak English." Um Aisha expressed a different sentiment:
My feeling was a mixture of sadness and fear from unknown matters. I
arrived in the winter time which was a miserable and a hard time for me
and I was very sad for leaving my family in Saudi Arabia.
Um Sarah, who came to the U.S. as a young bride, was concerned with the
benefits for her husband as well. She said, ''My husband liked the atmosphere here and he
was going to go (in)to ...science and there's.more opportunity here.''
Um AbdAllah, who has been in Minnesota for almost 2 years, said, ''I didn't
85

believe that I'm here and it was a very far dream to corne to the U.S., but it happened.
Yes." Howev�r, when she arrived, the weather and lack of family and friends
immediately affected her:
It was about time of year that it was raining and I stayed at home all the time.
I'm a practical woman ... I don't have the ability to tolerate and I felt fed up
and depression and some episode of (depression) for three months.
Um Zaid expressed hesitancy of the unknown when entering the U.S. over
5 years ago:
The frrst time we came we didn't know what to expect. It is different, the
culture, language...My language from Saudi didn't help me.
Um Sultan, as previously mentioned, had been in the U.S. before and had no real
culture shock. Yet, she did express concern about a new area of the country:
I don't know (Minnesota). I was worried about the cold ... I was worried
because I have my kids, ...take care of studies ...new place, and we have to
adjust.
Cultural Concerns
The second support category that evolved from several original codes is the
women's cultural concerns and the possible effects on their family. This category was
closely related to the women's initial reactions. Yet, instead of the more abstract
feelings, tangible characteristics of the culture were mentioned.
Um Ali, a mother of several children who is studying for an advanced degree
in Minnesota, said the most difficult American characteristic is the culture:
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Difference between us and them ...family structure ...gay and lesbians ...
We don't have such things. We put a purpose for family, and I cannot accept
the family structure for children. I struggle with this ...I respect them ...
Sometimes, I feel it's hard to leave our children after eighteen. They
(children) stay until marriage and here they go out. My son who is 18 says he
wants to live by himself and if he was in Saudi, he wouldn't say this ...
cable tv and American friends ... I see something immoral, I change it.
Similarly, after a long pause, Um Johara said the issue of homosexuality was a
strong frustration for her in American culture. Um Sultan also spoke of the media when
•

she spoke about frustrations with American culture:
The things I see on tv ...my kids ...I worry about them, not for me ...people
together ... naked most of them even on cartoons..my kids grow up and see
this in front of them.
Most of the women did not have American cable in their homes. Several had
satellite channels in Arabic. Um Khadijah also mentioned another fonn of
communication annoyance as telemarketers. She said that ''some are tricky and
deceiving.'' She also mentioned linguistic and social barriers:
Teaching and maintaining Arabic language for my kids, especially reading and
written...language barrier for me to interact with
people ...and social difficulty
•
since the Muslim community here is too small.
Along with poor family relations in American culture, Um AbdAllah further
discussed issues of social difficulty:
In American life, I don't go deep with the people. When I go out, I don't
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drive, etc. I don't like the t.v...most of the channels don't benefit me.
Um Zaid agreed:
People don't have a strong bond with their neighbors. When we first came
to our apartment, we didn't know who they are, we at least thought we
get to know each other ...We don't see them.
Perceived American view ofSaudi women
This last support category evolved from the Saudi women's interpretations
of how American people viewed them. This particular subject evoked passion and
almost a defiance. When asked how Americans ''see'' her, Um Zaid said:
It's hard to say. Before 9/11, if you were from Saudi, they think before you are
a rich person. After 9/11, people sometimes don't like people from Saudi
Arabia, media, etc. not personally...lots of talk about Saudi people ...I don't
like that, but in general because I wear hijab and face cover, and I don't
talk to many people ...I met someone in the mall and she heard me talk to the
kids in English and she came up to talk to me. She thought I was forced to wear
it.
Um Sarah, who has been in the U.S. the longest amount of time, also referred to
9/11 as a factor in the perceptions of Americans:
I'm o.k. Since 9/11, it changed a little bit, but we are fine. It's not like before.
They treat us different. They are different. I don't know. For example, one
time I went to (store) and I drive the car and there is two guys and they used to
look at me and I turned off my car and worried about my car. I dropped off my
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prescription and I had bought groceries from (grocery store) and then I came
for tny car and my groceries were gone ... and then I went back to (store) and
asked them to look at surveillance tapes and call me, but they never did.
.. .I was o.k. before. Sometimes I feel they are not the same. They treat us
different.
Um Hassan expressed similar feelings of how she feels Americans perceive her
manner of dress:
When I go to school or the mall, they see me and stare and I think, ''Why do
you look at me?'' Also, some people laugh at me, but some people are kind.
Um Johara added:
When they look at me, they think that this is because of simplicity and because I
am needy ...because of religious reasons, they think I am oppressed ... others
think I am kind of oppressed, I can't swim and do other activities. That's not
correct. Back home, there are facilities for women and for all other things.
Um Abd.Allah emphasized the point further:
I feel they don't like us because of our (clothing) style. They feel we are strange
•

people. A woman said this (about the clothing) and she said that it's not fair that
women have to dress like that. I told her it's a religious point ... I see it in their
eyes....I have this concept that they don't believe. No, it's not right at all. They
can ask us about any questions in their mind in their heart so we can clarify it.
Perhaps, Um Sultan had the most candid thoughts about how she is perceived by
•

•

Americans:
They look a little bit taken aback and later on they get used to it. I've seen
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the black abaya and it's o.k. They got used to it. I think they look at us low
(putting her hand down). And they try to cope with us because they are not the
type to express their feelings. Their inside is not outside. You feel they are trying
to be friendly and cooperate ... They think they are better. That's all they know.
They think we are terrorists. It's not their fault. It's our fault. We are not in the
media here, and they don't tell them anything about us. The only thing is from
their own media ...terrorist event, here are the Muslims and how do we perfortn
or whether it's true or not...so many events, and I doubt even a Muslim has done

9/11.
Um Noura also mentioned misperceptions, but she was characteristically more
optimistic:
Here in (Wisconsin), they don't judge people. They are so friendly...maybe
if you do something bad for them, I don't want to do anything with you, but
all the people around me ... I didn't do anything bad for them. It depends
on what they know about me... if I look like a good person or an evil person ...
But if they know I'm from Saudi, they'll misjudge me and not all Saudis or
Muslims are bad. We have bad Saudis and good Saudis...they see on t.v. and
they assume you are bad.
As shown by the overall data, the women had a strong opinion on the way
Americans perceive them and rightfully so. Yet, it seemed astonishing that although
the women felt Americans perceived them negatively overall, the Saudi women (as
shown in Central Phenomenon 1) still saw the American people as friendly and honest.
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Context
Strauss and Corbin (1990) referred to the context in grounded theory as the
specific conditions in which strategies develop. In other words, what particular
conditions were present that helped the women for111 coping strategies to maximize the
appreciation of American services, system, etc. and the overall view of American people,
and minimize negative perceptions about the Midwest, culture, and the overall perceived
American view of Saudi women? As shown in Figure 4 (p. 70), the conditions include
(1) duration in the U.S., (2) frequency of visits, and (3) the number of Saudi families in
the local community. The contextual characteristics also relate to the causal conditions
of religious/cultural nor1ns of Saudi and the women's initial reasons for coming to the
Midwest.
Duration
The women's duration in the Midwest ranged from 8 months to 12 years in the U.S.
intermittently. The women who had been in the U.S. longer usually had a high
intermediate to advanced level of English proficiency. Furthern1ore, the duration
allowed the women to engage in more activities. As a result, twelve of the thirteen
women pursued some sort of education while in the U.S. (see Strategies).
The amount of time in the U.S., as in any country, can have an effect on
acculturation processes. Um Isa, who had been in the country for about 8 months, said
she had experienced ''no change yet." Other participants who had been in the U.S. for
at least a year saw more changes in themselves and, as previously mentioned, their
children. In fact, duration was an issue for Um Aisha,. who was afraid her six children
would struggle with Arabic after living over 3 years in the U.S. without fo1mal Arabic
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education. Many of these changes occurred during their stay due to increased exposure
to Americans �d American television, internet, restaurants, shopping, etc. (see
Strategies).
Frequency of Visits
Frequency of visits to the U.S. also provided a context in which strategies
could develop. Nine of the thirteen women had been in the U.S. before living or
visiting another state some in the Midwest, some throughout the continental U.S. As
with the duration factor, the frequency factor exposed the women to more of the U.S. and
seemed to diminish some of the culture shock and allowed the women to pursue more
social interaction in the U.S. Many of the women had taken ESL classes in another
location and continued or moved on to other education in their current ]ocation. Other
women had traveled while they were living in their current Midwestern state and noted
differences in other areas of the country. The words ''quiet," ''friendly," ''small," and
''peaceful," were words used to describe their Upper Midwestern location as compared
to larger, more populated areas. Any exposure to the U.S. can have an effect on not only
the strategies used to adjust to the ''new'' culture, but the overall viewpoint of the country
and the women's present location.
Number of Saudi Families
As social interaction with people who speak a similar language and have a similar
cultural/religious background is an important strategy in minimizing feelings of loss,
culture shock, or isolation, the number of Saudi families in the area was a definite
contextual marker. There were approximately 10 or fewer known Saudi families living in

92

each of the six cities visited. In each city, the women I met knew the other Saudi women
in the area and, in one community, the women met weekly at a house specifically for
gatherings.
Furthern1ore, the social interactions with other Saudi women were often the frrst
or main contact the women had with other aduJts in their new Midwestern location'
excluding their spouse. Although it is unclear in this research if these relationships will
evolve into long-ter111 friendships that continue in Saudi Arabia, this contextual marker
not only provided an opportunity for strategies to develop and a support foundation for
the women, but a basis for the research as most of the participants were located by
''word-of-mouth'' from other Saudi contacts.
Intervening Conditions
Creswell (1998) referred to the intervening conditions, identified during the axial
coding process, as ''the broader conditions broader than the context within which the
strategies occur. They might be social, economic, and political forces, for example, that
influence the strategies in response to the central phenomenon'' (p. 241 ). As shown in
Figure 4 (p. 70), three intervening conditions were found while integrating categories
during axial coding: (1) religious/cultural values, (2) family responsibilities, and (3) level
of English proficiency. The three conditions relate specifically to the causal conditions,
particularly religious/cultural norrns, the specific context of the research, and the
developing strategies ( discussed in the following section).
Religious/cultural values
This particular intervening condition was prominent throughout the research. As
previously mentioned (see Causal Conditions), religious and cultural nor111s of Saudi
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Arabia are important in the women's lives inside and outside of the Kingdom. The
religious/cultural values inherent in the women's notmal practices were obvious in both
the interviews and the setting for the interviews (see Chapter III). Islam was mentioned
in every interview that was conducted as a necessary part of life no matter the women's
current location. It was a unifying bond between the Saudi women and their new friends,
many of whom were Muslims living in the Midwest, and a constant consideration for the
women.
To a lesser degree, several other cultural values were important and mentioned by
several of the women including food as an expression of generosity and familiarity and
even housing materials (wood typically in the Midwest; cement in Saudi) were discussed
in interviews as differences that were difficult for adjustment and a reflection on cultural
values. Um Ali explained how differences in housing materials can express different
cultural values:
Here houses are small and of wood... they are noisy ...and in Saudi Arabia, there
is more privacy, which is cultural, ...they are cement and the way they are set
up ...the rooms are set up for friends. (Note: There are typically at least two
sitting rooms in a Saudi home: one for men, one for women. Often, the men's
sitting room is near the men's entrance next to the exterior of the home while the
women's sitting room may be on the ''inside'' or further within the home.
Sometimes, large homes will have several sitting rooms, including fortnal and
informal sitting areas, eating areas, etc.)
The cultural and religious area of gender also played a role in what
strategies were chosen by the women while living in the United States. As shown
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by American perceptions of the Saudi women, the manner of dress including a hair
cover, hijab, �d modest clothing creates an immediate distinction between the Saudi
women and the typical Midwestern woman. Further, relations between men and women
in Saudi culture (as discussed in Chapter II) are with distinct gender boundaries in almost
every area of life, as Um Sultan and Um Maha explained, that simply do not exist, at least
to the same extent, in the United States. Um Maha spoke about gender boundaries as
having conversations with ''only necessary men'' such as ''doctors." Um Sultan further
discussed an incident where cultural/religious values had an impact:
People don't understand our culture. For instance, shaking hands with men ...
one comes to shake hands and I say, ''I can't, it's not my religion." This is the
most difficult one especially when it comes from seniors or chiefs. They are not
acquainted with it.
Also, many of the participants discussed maintaining their culture, language, and
religion, for not only themselves, but for their children. This respect and constant
concern for their heritage is an important condition when considering strategies
taken by the women to both benefit from the U.S. while maintaining a strong belief
system.
Family Responsibilities
This intervening condition reflects an important religious and cultural value of
Saudi Arabia that was spoken about a great deal by each of the women. More than
an abstract value, family responsibilities include many tangible duties and expectations.
Specifically, I am referring to the women's primary role in child bearing/child care, care
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for the home, cooking, studying with their children, etc. AJl 13 participants were married
and mothers, from new expectant mothers to mothers of six children. Several mentioned
the responsibilities of child rearing as time consuming and more difficult in the U.S.
without the help of family, maids, drivers, etc. Both Um Sarah and Um Sultan spoke of
their busy life with their children and trying to add education and work in their busy
schedules. Similarly, Um Hassan discussed continuing her ESL studies now that her
second child was born, and Um Ali mentioned her busy schedule of trying to balance her
children and studies. In fact, all of the women spoke about household chores and child
rearing when asked about their typical days in the U.S. Several of the mothers also
mentioned their hesitancy to hire a ''babysitter'' in the U.S. as with strong extended
family relations and in-house help in Saudi Arabia, often a babysitter is unnecessary. Of
course, the lack of outside childcare, the role of the mother as primary child caregiver in
the nuclear family, and the busy schedule of the women has an impact on what strategies
develop in coping with living in the Midwest.
Level of English Proficiency
The last intervening condition relates directly to duration in the U.S. and
strategies developed while living in the upper Midwest. The women ranged in English
proficiency, by my estimate (without assessment) and their own admission, from an
advanced beginner to advanced, almost proficient level in English. However, it is
impossible to gauge proficiency entirely within the limited time I spent with the women
and without fo11nal assessment. It is also important to note that the productive skills of
speaking (in an interview) �d writing are typically more difficult for English learners
than the receptive reading and listening skills. It was my feeling that most of the women
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understood almost everything I said, but, as is common in second language acquisition, a
complete resp9nse is more difficult. For some of the women, English proficiency could
be related to education level, but for the other women, proficiency did not reflect
education level as the language of instruction of higher education in Saudi Arabia is, of
course, Arabic with the exception of specific majors that may call for English instruction.
Rather, English proficiency relates directly to time in the U.S. and an important strategy
developed by the women while living here: learn English from its ''native'' source.
English proficiency level also provides another social and educational aspect
to the women's possible coping strategies. Without English skills, as has been noted
by several of the women, it is difficult to function in a primarily monolingual culture and
area of the country. Social interaction can be severely limited if you cannot be
understood and vice versa. Similarly, educational outlets are limited without some sort of
IEP (intensive English program) or ESL classes. Furthermore, in order to enter any
American college/university, the TOEFL must be passed with the minimum score set by
the university and, for an advanced degree, a strong GRE score must be presented. For
the women studied, the level of English proficiency meant that some women could
immediately study in a Midwestern university and others had to first begin with ESL
classes, if they intended to enter a university in the U.S.
Strategies
The two central phenomena, (1) appreciation of the different services and
''system," and an overall positive view of American people, and (2) mixed or negative
initial reactions to the Midwest, American culture, and American perceptions of Saudi
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women led to the following related coping strategies: (1) to maximize positive
perceptions or attributes by using time in the Midwest to complete education, learn
English, and engage in activities, and (2) to minimize worries or negative
perceptions through religion, family relations, and new friends. These two strategies
developed with the impact of both the contextual markers and intervening conditions.
The codes and categories that led to the strategies are shown in Table 4. A visual model
of the women's strategies is illustrated in Figure 5.
Table 4. Codes and Categories of Strategies.
Categories

Codes
GED

certificate

student

consultant

PhD/Master

homework

ESL center

ESL school

ESL tutor

ESL classes

level 6

clarify language

English TV

conversation

training

original source

exercise

movies

park

mall

general education

Strategy I : Maximize
ESL education

skiing

bowling

shopping

positive perceptions
through education and
activities

activities
nature

Strategies
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Table 4 cont.
'
Codes

Categories

Islam

most important

prayer

mosque

life

''Sunday school''

free

aythan (call to prayer)

Strategies

religion

Strategy 2: Minimize
family

relationships

children

teach Arabic

husband

family time

negative perceptions through
religious and social

family

connections

Arab friends Saudi friends
Saudi House gatherings
visiting

friends/social connections

American friends

Strategy # I : Maximize Positive Perceptions

•

This strategy related directly to the first central phenomenon of appreciation of
the different American services and overall ''system'' and the positive view of American
people through utilizing time in the U.S. to complete education, learn English, and
engage in social activities.
General Education

Several of the women used their time in the U.S. to complete their education
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Strategies

Maximize positive
perceptions/attributes by:

Minimize negative
perceptions/characteristics by:

• Furthering
general/higher
education
• Pursuing training in
ESL (English as a
second language) from
the ''original source''
or native speakers
• Engaging in some
social activity to learn
about the Midwestern
culture

• Referring to and
maintaining religious
beliefs while in the
U.S.
• Supporting the family
structure through
children and spousal
relations
• Cultivating social
relations with newly
acquired friends or
''gatekeepers'' in the
local community

Figure 5. Strategies for Living in the Upper Midwest.
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either by completing their secondary education or seeking certification or an advanced
degree. Um Sarah, a mother of six children, said:
I go to school because I didn't fmish high school in Saudi Arabia. So, now
I'm taking metro adult education, and I'm planning to graduate in June from
high school ... and I'm planning to go to college in child development. I go
to school three hours three days/week after my children come from school.
Um Isa, who is currently in an English program, is hoping to enter a medical
technician program while her husband completes his studies. Similarly, Um Noura is
planning to attend a secretarial program.
Um Ali and Um Sultan, as previously mentioned, came to the upper Midwest to
complete their graduate programs and research. Um Zaid decided to study for her
master's degree once her husband had been accepted on scholarship to study in the U.S.:
After I get my M.S., my husband will work on his PhD and then I will start
the PhD program at (the university)...maybe one or two more years.
ESL Education
As previously mentioned, twelve of the thirteen participants studied English at
some point in the United States. Most of the women entered an ESL program in their city
and several finished the program to the highest level of six, eight, or twelve depending on
the program. Um Sarah said she finished her ESL classes before pursuing her GED. Um
Noura studied at a local learning center and then moved to the university's ESL program.
Um Isa said that she studies ''reading, writing, conversation, math, listening, and
spe�ng'' every day except Friday at the local ESL school. Um Khadijah went to ESL
classes in her local community the frrst two years of her stay in the Midwest. Um Zaid
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also studied ESL for over a year in two different American locations before pursuing her
master's degr�e in the Midwest. Um Johara also went to an ESL program for one year at
her local university. Um Abdallah compared her ESL class experience with a more
realistic social language setting:
I like to meet people... the real English ... the communication. I like to be in the
work area. I want to meet physicians. I want to talk to people, but I've lost my
public language. I'm brilliant in medical terms... I go for three months to English
language center ... it was 8 levels and each level was eight weeks. I need social
English. I didn't want to continue.
Others look for more social English through new American friends. Um Ali
said:
I have an American friend. We meet together every week. She's older and if
I have ideas, slang, or read something ...I call her any time and we talk. I have
several American classmates. We feel comfortable and have lunch.
The English language is more than an opportunity to learn an academic subject.
As shown, it is a path into the American culture and a means of social interaction.
Engage in Social Activities
All of the women engaged in some social activity in the U.S. other than school
related activities where the women consciously or subconsciously ''soaked in'' American
culture. Um Isa said that besides her ESL program, she walks in her neighborhood, goes
to local stores, and restaurants. Similarly, Um Sarah exercises and does reading outside
of her education program. Um Maha also walks in her neighborhood and surfs the
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Internet. Um Johara also engages in other socia] activities other than an ESL program:
I go to the movies, museum, and the mall to go shopping...I drive here..go to
bowling, billiards, and I have gone skiing in the snow somewhere north of here.
Um Ali, Um Zaid, and Um Sultan, in advanced degree and consultant roles, rarely
had time to go out much with their education schedule (school lectures, meetings, etc.)
and family responsibilities. However, Um Ali said that occasionally her family goes
bowling, to the movies, and to restaurants. Um Zaid also mentioned that she bad ''no
time'' for extra activities, but that she occasionally goes shopping, to the local mosque for
social activities, and the park with her children.
Um Noura, an expectant mother of one, said that she enjoyed many activities in
her local community and used the opportunities to learn more about her surroundings:
I like enjoying the nature, going to the lake, swimming. We went to ...lake.
All the lakes are good...park everyday after I had my son. We go to the cinema,
...mall. We go out a lot...have dinner out and see a movie. We have American

cable, no Arab satellite. If we have Arabic t.v., I wouldn't see the news. I want
to see what's around me in the state, and I go the Internet.
•

Um Abdullah said that she enjoys the ''mall, no cinema or movies and we spend
some time at coffee shops, and ...parks.'' Um Aisha perhaps summed up the idea of
living in another culture and its benefits in relation to her religious values:
Our Prophet Mohammad had urged people to traveling because of its benefits and
gains. I, therefore, had benefited much from corning to USA. I learnt about
cultures, closely studied. Customs and traditions of people as weIJ as my own
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cultures and traditions. I respect people here and their culture as I benefited from
the'rn.
These particular social experiences, whether limited or seemingly minor, along
with the women's vast educational experiences have an impact on how the women
perceive Americans and exhibit a willingness to benefit from and learn more about the
American culture.
Strategy #2: Minimize Worries or Negative Perceptions
This strategy relates to the second central phenomena of mixed or initial
reactions, concern about American culture, and perceptions of the Saudi women.
Minimizing worries or negative perceptions developed in the environment of the
contextual markers, specifically Saudi families in the local communities, and the
intervening conditions of religious/cultural values and family responsibilities. The data
showed (as illustrated in Table 4 and Figure 5) that the women coped with worries or
negative perceptions through strong religion and religious practices, family relations, and
new-found friends in the U.S.
Religion
As previously stated, the religion of Islam is an extremely important factor in the
lives of Saudi Arabians and of the women in this study as well. Religion is a common
thread throughout the research and it plays many roles in this final interpretive theory. A
causal condition for the phenomena, a strong intervening condition, and fmally a strategy
in dealing with American life can all be attributed to differing aspects of the women's

religious background, beliefs, and practices. In fact, all of the women, when asked the
one thing that was ''dear to their heart'' (see Appendix A) or that they could not live
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without in any culture, responded that religion was a necessary part of life.
Um Abdullah stressed the importance of faith in her life. She said, ''(the) Holy
Koran, prayer, my hijab (head scarf). These three things I cannot live without." She
added that like Saudis, average Americans are thinking about ''life, work, and money''
which causes stress. However, she said Saudis ''have it different'' from her perspective
''because we return everything to God. The difficult times become easy when it comes
from God." Um Noura, who previously did not wear hijab, now said that the head
covering is very important to her along with Islam as a whole, culture, and family. Um
Sarah also mentioned religion as a necessity and said that she often leaves ''class to pray''
which at times can be difficult as places to pray and wash for prayer (wudu) are not
readily accessible.
Um Zaid added that religion and the religious holiday of Eid were also
important strategies to remind her and her family of home:
...prayer, Ramadhan, the pillars of Islam, and (we) go to the mosque sometimes
and we like to keep it as good as it was at Eid time (in Saudi), we celebrate it on
the weekend and make it for one day.''
Um Ali also mentioned ''my faith, prayer that is on time'' as important necessities
in the United States. Like Um Sarah, Um Ali also said that fmding a place to pray and
wash before prayer at the university is difficult.
Um Maha, a mother of 4 children, discussed religion as an integral part of
life and included the mosque in her local community as well. When asked about
life necessities, she replied:
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.. .religion, aythan (Muslim call to prayer), meeting with Muslims. I go to the
mosque and see some ladies, Muslims, and we meet. I go every Friday ...I see
them ...and on Saturday, I go the mosque at maghrib (sunset) ...My children also
have Sunday school at the mosque.
Um Maha also spoke of an incident where she used her religious values and sense
of self-assurance to cope with a difficult situation. She explained that a woman in a well
known retail store asked a question regarding her son's choice of a toy gun. It was
evident in our interview that Um Maha perceived that the woman's question was based
on a negative viewpoint of Saudi Arabian culture and religion:
She asked, ''Why he takes the gun?'' (sarcastically) ...I knew what she meant ...but
I don't care because that's my religion and my culture...really with me, I don't
care, but every people, when meeting American and they teach my kids are nice.
Um Sultan also pointed to many aspects of religion, from prayer to gender issues,
that are necessary means of coping for her in the Midwest:
My religion...the way I was brought up. I'm holding very tight. My hfjab...
My prayers...a small area even to pray. The relationship between men and
•

women...I don't see boundaries here and there should be boundaries. I make
sure there are boundaries.
Religion was also an important aspect as seen by my brief observations of the
women. It was a unifying factor in the fact that the women often prayed shoulder-to
shoulder together, reminded each other of prayer times, gave each other religious
blessings in Arabic. and shared Muslim holidays together. Furthermore, as mentioned in
Chapter III, in several of the homes, prayer rugs, wall decorations with religious sayings
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in Arabic, and pictures of mosques could be seen showing evidence of those important
reminders of_''home'' and the religion of ''Islam.''
Family Relations
Family relations was another important strategy in coping with life in the
Midwest. Similar to religion, family relationships were part of the causal conditions
(cultural no1ms) of how the women saw the United States, family responsibilities were an
intervening condition in which the strategies developed, and strong family ties were one
of the coping strategies the women used while living in the Midwest. As mentioned
throughout the research, the women come from a society where both nuclear and
extended family relations are important and respected. However, in their new setting in
the U.S., the extended family is often not available (except perhaps in times of childbirth
when the mother may travel to help her daughter or the family may vacation in the U.S.),
and the woman must depend on her nuclear family structure in the Midwest.
Um Hassan spoke of how she missed her extended family which she refers to as
just ''family'' and how she appreciates her nuclear family in the U.S. She said that while
she has adjusted to many things in the U.S., there is one thing that doesn't have to
change, ''My life with my kids. I don't have to change it." Um Noura also mentioned
life with her family as a support system in the U.S.
Um Zaid said that with her and her husband's busy school schedule, time is
important:
Family values....family time even with me and my husband is very important .
.

We try to make time to sit together for thirty minutes (each day), drink, talk ...
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and talk about the children.
Utn Ali discussed family bonds further and said the only real support here is from
her husband:
The important things are my traditions with my kids, respect for elders, for their
mothers and fathers and strong bonds between family members.
Um Abdullah not only mentioned religion as a necessary part of life, but her
family as well:
From t.v., when they lose someone, they ask for insurance, money, help ...We
look to our family and each other and I will never feel alone. Here, I see
a woman and I feel she is alone ... I can live my life as usual.
Um Maha spoke of the difficulty of teaching her children so they can meet the
standards of Arabic, religious studies, math, science, etc. in Saudi Arabia. However, she
also spoke about her own happiness as her family reached academic and linguistic goals:
I have four kids and I teach the Arabic ...for me, (it) is hard... but I'm happy
and my husband has done his PhD and because my kids, at the same time, my
kids are learning English.
In fact, as previously mentioned, Um Maha's oldest daughter, who is not yet a
teenager, sat with us for most of the interview and translated for her mother occasionally.
She spoke to me with a clear Midwestern accent and spoke to her mother in seemingly
fluent Arabic. In a note written a few hours after the interview on May 13, 2004, I
discussed her family:
I was there when Um Maha's children r�turned from school. I did not see the
oldest boy, who was a teenager, but the other three children sat with us for
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most of the interview. As their mother began to clear the coffee, dates, etc. from
the taple, they immediately picked up things to help her. She did not have to ask
them, they just did it. They were extremely polite with manners beyond their
ages. They showed a great respect for their mother and they knew how to treat a
visitor as if they had done this many times before.
Besides the women's actual statements on family as a support structure while in
the Midwest, the facts of the women's lives also suggest that the immediate family is
a coping strategy. Over half of the women interviewed did not have driver's licenses, so
their husbands were a means of transportation and the family, husband and children, were
often companions when the women engaged in activities outside of their homes. Also,
other than family responsibilities (see Intervening Conditions), the women mentioned the
welfare of their children especially and their husbands throughout the interviews. It is an
unspoken expectation, based on my experiences, observations, and interviews, that Saudi
women are the caregivers to both the husband and the children in the nuclear family. It is
assumed that the family, if possible, will have ''sit-down'' meals for both lunch and dinner
. and discuss the day's activities. The role of women in Saudi family structure is not
regarded as subservient, as is often assumed. Rather, it is seen as a ''privilege'' according
to Um Sultan mentioning the fact that ''she'' (meaning a Saudi women) can stay home
with her family if she chooses. Naturally, this strong family bond, shown my Um Maha
with a clenched fist (referring to the closeness of her family), serves as a strategy
in a different culture.
•
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New Friendships

An.other strategy is the development of new friendships. As discussed in
Chapter II and the contextual marker of the number of Saudi families in the women's
local communities, friend-related support was important for the women. This strategy
involved both Saudis and non-Saudis alike, especially other Arab women who often
served as ''gatekeepers'' into the new community
Um AbdAllah, who spoke of temporary depression when she first arrived in the
Midwest, discussed how friendship helped her through the difficult times:
When I made a relationship with Arab friends and started to go out and ... I give
relief to myself and my husband By chance, in one of the malls, and every day

I go there and one day I saw a woman with a scarf and she know me (that I was
also a Muslim) and then we have a relationship... because my family, because
I'm social and I have a big family and my work deals with women. I feel

comfortable. No change for (local city) per say, but I am the one who changed
and I made myself happy.
Um Sarah' who sometimes does not have time to meet her Saudi friends on a
,veekly basis, said that her ''time with other Saudis'' was important, but ''still I like to
make other friends with different nationalities.''
Similarly, Um Noura spoke about her meetings with Saudi women in her
community:
some times every week... or every two months...ifl go to the masjid
(mosque), I will see them every Friday at salat al Maghrib (sunset prayer) and
stay and have food... a potluck."
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But, she also mentioned a possible disadvantage of meeting with only Saudi
women:
First, when I came (to the U.S.), I didn't like to go. I felt I would never learn
English if I'm stuck with my people. I would love to sit and talk, but I stayed 6
months or more without going much.
Um Ali also spoke of her ''American friend'' whom she meets every week and
how she has several American classmates that she goes out with in social settings. She
also spoke of meeting with her Saudi friends weekly to ''share together our memories."
Um Zaid mentioned that she goes to the weekly Saudi gatherings as well, and
''I have many non-Saudi friends as well from Turkey, Pakistan, and American.''
Um Hassan also enjoys the weekly gatherings of Saudi women on the weekend
which she referred to as ''fun day.'' In fact, when I met Um Hassan, the other Saudi
women were having a party for her new baby (called a tamime or aqeyqa) which is
similar to an American custom of a baby shower where people welcome the new child
and celebrate his/her birth with food, gifts, and blessings. Typically, friends and the
extended families will be present for this occasion. In this case, the grandmothers had
traveled to the U.S. for the child's birth, but Um Hassan also received support, gifts, and
blessings from the other Saudi women.
Um Maha further spoke of meeting and socializing with new friends:
I like to meet with Muslims... go to the mosque and I see some ladies...Muslims
from Egypt, Jordan, and Palestine ...and in Ramadhan.
As shown, religious beliefs and practices, strong family relations, and new-found
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friendships were importan t strategies in minimizing some of the cultural pitfalls
and negative perceptions of the Saudi women. All three of these strategies provided
familiarity in a culture that, as they noted, was quite different from their own. The
strategies further helped the women maintain their cultural heritage and language while
easing into American culture.
Consequences
The consequences for using the preceding strategies were several and related to
each other. I have identified three consequences of maximizing the benefits and
minimizing the worries or negative perceptions of the Saudi women living in
the upper Midwest: (1) the women's feelings about their future in this country, (2) the
changes and exchanges in viewpoints about American and Saudi cultures, and (3) the
realization of the average American's knowledge level of Saudi women and culture in
general.
Future in U.S.
This consequence was not only a product of finishing the women's and/or their
spouses' educational program, but, also, the women's interpretations of their future in
the U.S., whether by choice or necessity, was a reflection of religion, family needs, and
the familiarity of bonds formed with new Saudi and Arab friends. All thirteen of the
women spoke of returning to Saudi Arabia once their education was completed. Eleven
of the participants were sure of their return to the Kingdom and seemingly happy with the
decision.
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''counting days to go back."
Um Maha said that she hopes to return to Saudi when her husband's program is
done ''because in Saudi, our family is there, we have work, and the community in Saudi
Arabia is close ...brother and sister help you ... no need for immigration." Um Sultan ,
Um Abdullah, Um Zaid, Um Isa, and Um Hassan spoke of returning to Saudi when
their or their spouses educational programs were done. Um Hassan added, ''I want my
life to end there, and I miss the culture, my family, my friends.'' Um Aisha also discussed
going home, but she said, ''I wish I could enjoy the same experience again.'' Um Johara
said that she had no plans to stay in the U.S. and her family had work pending in the
Kingdom. She added that she would like to visit the U.S. again.
Perhaps, Um Noura was the most conflicted about her feelings of whether to
live in the U.S. or in Saudi Arabia:
I'd like to stay here and to live here. It's a better life for me here... here, it's
more open for me...over there, you can't get involved with the boys (sons) ...

I

Boys are always with men ...this is not fair. My husband can go to my son's
school to see him play, but I can't. Why? This is not fair. I can freely drive
him to school, we don't have this option there. I can go with my son, live freely
with no customs or rules....My husband and I may go back to Saudi in 3 months
and after 5-6 years and then maybe come back to live. We give something
back to our country. I love my country, and I want to give something back. But
on the other hand, I want to live my life.
.

Um Sarah, the iongest U.S. resident, was also unsure of her future in the U.S.
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She said, ''I don't know. We might go back to Saudi ... I believe everyone would like to
go back to their own country.''
With eleven of the women wanting to return to the Kingdom, and two unsure of
their long-ter1n future, but also discussing at least a temporary return to their homeland,
one has to ask the question, ''Why?'' Why don't Saudis, as Smith (2003) stated, typically
immigrate to the U.S. or any other country, as many of our forefathers and foremothers
have done? While consciously avoiding appearing ethnocentric, I asked the women this
question. The answers were remarkably similar.
Um Sultan spoke of her satisfaction and stability in her life in Saudi Arabia:
Maybe those people are not settled. I don't think anyone would come without
a problem. If you don't have identity and financial support, you are not
satisfied with your life. In Saudi, we can live with a reasonable standard until
now.
Um Ali said, ''We are satisfied with who we are and it's not easy to leave. I'm
satisfied with our situation.''
Um Johara added that there is an overall peaceful situation in her country:
There are no reasonable or practical reasons to think of immigration because of
wars and security. People have to immigrate to get a better life. If we face real
problems like wars or something, then I might change my mind.
Um Zaid spoke of political and economic situations as well as the differences
that she and others may encounter in the U.S.:
First of all, when people immigrate, they have a p�oblem there, maybe political.
In Saudi, we don't have these problems ... economy is good. We don't have
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political problems ...issues. People might immigrate because they can't live
there� The difference between the cultures ...like the life here is so different.
People may not choose it.
Um AbdAllah discussed satisfaction and Saudi as the home of Islam:
The people are looking to improve their lives. People in..compared to our
neighbor countries, we don't need to immigrate. Another thing is Mecca
and Medina. This is the only religious place for Muslims and for Ka'aha and
the Prophet's homeland. I don't want to lose this connection to my homeland
and religious place.
Changes and Exchanges in Viewpoints
This consequence was a result of the women's engagement in social activities,
educational settings, particularly with Americans, duration of time in the U.S., and a
direct observance of the American culture. All of the women spoke of personal changes
that had occurred during their time abroad.
Um Hassan spoke of daily life differences:
I'-ve changed. I learned a lot from my life here. I have help from my family,
but here I have to do everything myself... the way I have to deal with my
husband or kids.
Um Zaid had a more philosophical approach to her changes and came to realize
an appreciation for her native culture:
Sometimes, like by seeing other people's ways of life, I became a more simple
person. I think I value our life in Saudi Arabia. I see how hard the American
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woman works and I admire my mother and grandmothers and working at home.
I would say that Saudi women have a better life and less work and, for example,
the driving issue, I don't see why I would hope for that. It brings more work.
Um Ali also discussed a simpler approach to life and an open approach to other
cultures:
Living abroad, it changed my personality. Somehow, I became more practical,
1 + I =2, maybe in Saudi, I didn't. I can be more open to other cultures ...teach
me how to deal with different opinions, make me open. I still have to respect
them ...make me look at the world in general. Maybe I was narrow, my life was
my work, extended family, children...now, very open ...extended my horizon to
all this around the world.
Um Aisha said that her ''experience had great effect on my life. First, I knew
about different cultures which I had no idea about them before. Second, I had studied the
language ... from its original source.''
Um Sultan also questioned some of her cultural norms based on her experiences
in the U.S.:
It changed one thing. This honesty business is driving me crazy. And I wonder
why we aren't like this, and it's without any supervision, and who should be like
this is not like this. Sometimes, I've realized that if you give them trust and
satisfaction, then you can trust them. For example, in (store), they have a
machine cashier. I like this level of trust, and I want to be able to trust people.
Realization of American's Knowledge of Saudi Women
Perhaps, the most unfortunate consequence stemming from the women's
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perceived view of how American's ''see'' them (central phenomenon #2), and resulting
from the wo�en's engagement in American culture through social activities, new
friends, and educational settings is the women's realization of how little the typical
American knows about them and their lives. Throughout the interviews the women spoke
with passion and sometimes frustration about how they were perceived. These moments
of discussion often prompted me to ask them one fmal question at the end of the
interview: Considering your experiences in Midwestern American culture, if you had a
group of American women in a room and you could talk with them about yourself or
Saudi Arabia without any language problems, what would you say?
Um Johara answered this question with a view of women's rights:
Women in Saudi can do anything they want to do with religious restriction,
but they can do things that the American people think the Saudi women cannot
do. They think that women in Saudi ...that mainly they abuse the women's rights
and the Americans ...that they should help Saudi women to get their rights, but
I think that Saudi women have all the rights, maybe a different view ...That's the
main parts. I want to talk to them about the wrong perception.
Um Ali further discussed women:
They need to understand about Saudi women. We are not forced to do anything
we don't agree. We can choose whatever we want: mate, house, responsibility...
no coercion in Saudi women. Regarding the women driving and hijab, we are
comfortable with our luxury and drop us where we want exactly. We don't
worry about parking ...mall. I feel I am more comfortable in Saudi Arabia.
117

Hijab is o.k. with us, not government rule, it's God and we have faith, that's
God's order, not political because we have faith in God.
Um Sultan added that women have a better position and more abilities than
people typically assume:
I would just explain to them how women live there. We are equal to men and
Islam has given us equal share. They think we cannot think ...we cannot make
decisions, and this is not true. Even in Saudi and in Islam, there are things for
women and things for men. It's not less than the men, child-rearing for women.
Women in Islam have been in wars and taking care of people. They
underestimate the women's position in Islam and Saudi Arabia.
Um Zaid also felt that Saudi women's rights were misunderstood:
I don't think the Saudi woman is controlled by the husband, and he does a lot
of things to make her happy and comfortable. The Saudi woman has her full
freedom and they think that she doesn't have full rights here.
Um Sarah added her opinion about the knowledge level of Americans about Saudi
women:
They (Saudi women) can go to school. They can go to work. They can do
a lot of stuff, but here they think they can't do anything. They have a lot of
things, school,job...so many things...shopping. They think the Saudi women
don't have opportunities.
Um Noura, characteristically passionate, discussed the changing role of women
..
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are not like this, maybe before...they (Saudi women) are not completely like
Ame�cans where she says whatever she wants to the man and he does it. She has
to take care of the kids, of the house. On the other hand, I want to be a good
woman, a good person, be a business person. We have a lot of Saudi women,
they learn more, they are open more, they travel alone, they are asking for rights
to work in the same environment as men and have meetings with mean. Eating,
cooking, cleaning ... maybe before because they don't have education, they speak
languages, they have companies, they have economic forum, but slowly ...
women over there will do something, because we are not slaves over there.
Um AbdAllah spoke again of the ''good heart'' of Americans:
I always heard about the U.S. I found that they are not like what we heard. If
they know the truth, they will follow. They have a good heart ... I'd tell them
everything about myself ...age, i.d., name, religion...and I'd ask them, ''What
do you want to know about Saudi women?'' If they ask me 100 questions, I will
give them a hundred answers accurately.
Without explicitly saying that American's knowledge of Saudi women is lacking,
the women's passionate and sometimes frustrated responses revealed the overall
viewpoint that the average American needs to know more about Saudi culture and the
women's role in that culture. As shown by the women's voices, it was a subject and
realization that seemed to touch them deeply.
A discussion of the how the Saudi women perceived life in the upper Midwest
was presented in this chapter. The theoretical model given integrates an analysis of the
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women's voices and an interpretation of how the women cope with and benefit from
American society. Further1nore, the analysis provides a ''snapshot'' of the women's
continual connection to and respect for their homeland's culture, family structure, and
religion.
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CHAPTER V
DISCUSSION, REFLECTIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS
A brief summary with discussion and conclusions are presented in this chapter.
Benefits of the study are also discussed. Personal reflections and recommendations for
future research conclude the chapter.
Summary and Discussion
In the introduction of this study (Chapter I, p. 8), I posed three broad exploratory
questions: (1) What are adult Saudi Arabian women experiencing while living in North
Dakota, Minnesota, and Wisconsin? (2) What do the 'new' experiences mean to the
women? and, (3) How do the women interpret their experiences?
These three broad questions were explored by interviewing thirteen Saudi Arabian
women living in the states of North Dakota, Minnesota, and Wisconsin. The grounded
theory method was used to analyze the resulting interview data and was discussed in
Chapter III. As shown by the results presented in Chapter IV, the women's responses
exhibited varying degrees, but marked similarities about their adjustment and
acculturation experiences in the upper Midwest. The final theory presented resulted from
the women's ''voices," both verbal and non-verbal, and interpretations (see Figure 6).
The Saudi Arabian women interviewed for this study were experiencing several changes
of cultural adaptation and adjustment in the minor areas of climate, cuisine, clothing
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options, and regional setting. As the low-level theory also suggests, the major areas of
adjustment and adaptation in which the women did not choose to ''adjust'' are based on
linguistic, cultural, and religious nonns and values of Arabic, Saudi Arabia, and Islam.
These three areas are strong dimensions of the women's societal and personal identity
and would most likely not change even if they decided to remain in the U.S. for a long
time period. The strong ethnic and religious characteristics would add more diversity to
the ''cultural mosaic'' of the women's current Midwestern communities.
As shown by the visual model (Figure 6) and supported by the women's
experiences, the acculturation and adjustment process and degree vary depending upon
the women's perspectives, contextual factors, intervening conditions, and the strategies
employed to deal with the benefits and difficulties of the phenomena. Yet, overall, there
were marked similarities shown by the research. The women consistently showed an
adjustment to the American culture through the use of educational facilities. In the areas
of education (i.e., ESL, higher education, and adult education), services, and perceptions
of American people, the women interpreted these as beneficial ''experiences," and ones
they seemed to appreciate and, in some cases, hoped to emulate at their schools and share
with their Saudi families and friends. As stated, twelve of the thirteen women engaged in
ESL education and several women studied in higher education or adult education
settings. This illustrates a sharp difference from the Dumiati (1986) study focusing on
women's educational aspirations while living in the U.S. Dumiati wrote that although the
Saudi women studied ''recognized the importance of education,'' they believed that ''men
should have first priority in obtaining an education'' (p. 255). In the study's conclusions,
it was also noted that most of the women ''believed that the environment of the United
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States, in general, and of the schools in particular, did not help or encourage them to seek
an education.'' In contrast, several of the women in this study did mention cultural
differences, but the data reflected the idea that, considering family responsibilities and
English proficiency levels, in particular, education was a part of the women's stay in the
United States and a strong hope for their future either in the Midwest or Saudi Arabia.
This study further supports the fact that over half (about 58o/o) of the students in higher
education in Saudi Arabia are women (Smith, 2003; Bower, 2004).
Another common theme among the women in this study was the continuing
thread of religious/cultural norrns and values. The norms and values of Saudi Arabia
were an important portion of the causal factors on how the women viewed the U.S., the
intervening conditions on what strategies were employed, and a strong strategy in itself.
In fact, the research shows that while the women could adapt to and, in some cases,
appreciate the climate, some of the clothing, the people, and the medical and educational
system differences, cultural and particularly religious values were areas in which the
women did not waiver or ''adjust." It is not to say that religious freedom does not exist in
the U.S. Yet, the culture, particularly in the upper Midwest, is not conducive to typical
Saudi/Muslim practices such as workplace or educational setting prayer rooms, available
prayer rugs, or a work or school schedule adapted to prayer and fasting times. There is a
strong secularization in the U.S. that does not exist in Saudi Arabia. Therefore, the
women had to adjust to a lack of convenience regarding religious practices.
Another Saudi cultural value that did not seem to waiver while in the U.S. was the
nor1ns.9f family responsibilities and the closeness of family connections. In addition to
religious practices and beliefs, the women often stated that family, both nuclear and
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extended in the American sense, was a necessary part of life. The ties that the women in
this study had to husbands, children, mothers, fathers, and often the husband's family
were strong even while living in the U.S. and were part of many discussions. The women
seemed to have a strong sense of their identity, which was highly linked to Saudi Arabia,
their families, and Islam.
The area of the interviews which evoked passion, and sometimes reluctance, was
the discussion of the perceived American viewpoint of Saudi women (see Chapter IV
Phenomenon 2). This phenomenon eventually led to the realization of the average
American's knowledge level of Saudi Arabia and particularly Saudi women (see Chapter
IV--Consequences). When asked their thoughts on how Americans ''saw'' them, often
the women said ''I don't know," or ''It's different now'' usually meaning after 9/11.
Yet, the women who really opened up about their interpretations of American perceptions
added a great deal to the study. Their thoughts of American's ''surprise," ''shock,"
''stares," ''respect," and ''normal behavior'' emphasized the varying viewpoints of the
women and the changing degrees of acceptance by their American counterparts. Despite
some negative aspects of the perceived American view, it seemed that the women knew
that they were welcome in the United States by the average American, and that they had a
right to study and live in the Midwest or anywhere else in the States. They also enjoyed
the educational system, facilities, and learning about another culture. These positive
perceptions provide hope for the future of Saudi-US relations and the educational
exchange.
The events of 9/ 11 were discussed briefly in some of the interviews as shown by
the data. Yet, less than half of the women mentioned that day. One woman's husband,
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who served as partial translator for the interview, asked me at the end of the sessions why
I did not ask specifically about 9/11. I told him that it was not the focus of my research,
unless his wife and the fellow participants made it the focus through their discussion.
The women themselves guided the research as the questions were open-ended. She
understood my response and told him in Arabic that her answers about how she perceives
Americans, the facilities, culture, etc. were not dependent on 9/11 or my questioning
about that day. Her answers would not have changed. Overall, as shown, the women did
not emphasize 9/11. However, one must question if the women's perceptions of
Americans or the American view of the Saudi women and Saudi Arabian people in
general has not been directly or indirectly altered by the events of that day.
Two consequences resulting from the strategies the women employed to cope
with living in the Midwest were of particular importance as shown in the data (see Figure
6, p. 122). First, the ''changes and exchanges in viewpoints'' provided a glimpse of the
women's development throughout their stay in the U.S., as well as, exchanges of
information and ideas with their American and Arab colleagues in the U.S. From the
data and my experiences, living in a different country for a substantial amount of time
typically alters the perceptions of your own country, the world around you, and yourself.
The Saudi women noted the practicality, simplicity, and independence of living in the
U.S. Several of the women made references to raising their children independent from
extended family influences. Further, a few women adapted to the mobility concerns by
learning how to drive, and several women noted an interest in issues beyond themselves
and their families such as politics and the educational system for the first tim�. Without
the busy social life of families, parties, and friends in Saudi Arabia, the women
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interviewed had more time to reflect on their own culture while exploring their
Midwestern communities. In the end, the majority of the women studied seemed to
appreciate Saudi Arabian culture more and the American women, as well as, their Saudi
and American foremothers.
The second consequence of interest that resulted from the strategy of interacting
with Americans was the realization that the average American lacks knowledge about
Saudi Arabian women. As seven of the women stated explicitly (see Chapter IV), the
Saudi women studied do not view themselves as the stereotypically passive Middle
Eastern women who are often portrayed in mass comm11nication outlets (Abu-Ali &
Reisen, 1999). Instead, the women stressed their rights and freedom to choose within a
cultural and religious context. In fact, my own experiences suggest the complexity and
diversity of Saudi women are similar to the complexity and diversity of American
women. Yet, the facts remain. Women comprised only about 14% of the Saudi
workforce in 2002 (Central Department of Statistics, 2004). Many professions in Saudi,
such as police officers and firefighters, are not open to women. Women often need male
relatives to expedite their affairs with the government, to obtain a national identity card,
and it is unclear if women will be allowed to vote in the upcoming municipal elections
(How to reform Saudi Arabia ... ,2004). Further, domestic violence is an issue receiving

more attention in the Saudi and international press. Also, as often mentioned in the
media, by law, women cannot drive in Saudi Arabia (although, it is well-known that
some women often drive in the countryside). Thus, considering the women's
perspectives and the current realities of Saudi society, are Saudi women happy with the
range of choices in their lives? Or do they want more, or as Um Noura stated, a religious
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society ''in freedom.'' Are the women's perceptions of ''real'' satisfaction or are they a
respect for traditions, their country, and a fear of the unknown if the society and the
women's role in it changes too rapidly? Can there be equality between the sexes but also
different gender roles in a society? Could we not ask the same or similar questions to
women in American society? As we are all members of a growing global village, we have
a right to discuss the issues of our own and other countries, but do we have a right to
judge a country or gender issues in that country? And who can be the judge? Do not all
societies have their cultural pitfalls and attributes? As previously written, Saudi Arabia is
less than 100 years old. In fact, according to the unification date of 1932 on the
Gregorian calendar, Saudi Arabia is a 72-year-old country. If American history toward
and regarding women was considered around the 100-year anniversary, how would the
U.S. compare to developing countries, such as Saudi Arabia? And, is it appropriate to
compare two such different countries? It may not be appropriate, but Saudi Arabia, the
''home'' of Islam and comprised mostly of people with Arab ethnicity, is often discussed
in relation to Western secularized nations. Scholar Lippman (How to reform Saudi
Arabia ... , 2004) discussed the reality of comparing and discussing Saudi Arabia and the

United States in the same context. He said that at the 72-year point of American history,
We (U.S.) were preparing to fight a civil war over the slavery that sustained the
economy of half of our states. We were busy wiping out our indigeneous
population, and women couldn't vote nor would they for decades afterwards.
(p. 7)

The questions generated by the issues of women's rights in Saudi Arabia are
profound, but outside the scope of this research. The purpose of this study was to explore
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and amplify the women's voices through careful analysis. Further, the women's
explanati'ons and passion suggest that the majority of the thirteen Saudi women studied
are satisfied with their situations, prefer the culture and familial relations of their
homeland, and intend to return in the near future.
Further, there is no doubt from all of the research, articles, and comments studied
for this dissertation, Saudi Arabia is now undergoing a reformation in many areas
including education, the economy, employment, industry, and women's issues
(El-Hakeem, 2004; Mishkhas, 2004; How to reform Saudi Arabia... , 2004, to name a
few). It is also clear from this research and that of several scholars that although the pace
and exact path of reform is ambiguous, changes for Saudi Arabia must come from the
people within its borders. Historically, the Arabian Peninsula has not been ''occupied''
by another country, but the legacy of colonial powers and ''occupiers'' has often been an
unfortunate and recent chapter of Arab history. Usamah Al-Kurdi, a member of the
Saudi Maj/is Al-Shura (Royal Consultative Council), and a member of the executive
board of the National U.S.-Arab Chamber of Commerce in Washington, D.C., stated the
Saudi position on reform:
•

One of the most important things about reform, I'm sure you must have heard
many many people say, is that it has to come from the people. I thought this
was the essence of democracy is that people govern themselves the way they
see fit. Now, for somebody else to come in and decides to do mass refonn for
all of the Middle East, somehow, I don't think mass refo11n will work.
•

(How to reform Saudi Arabia ..., 2004, p. 9)

On the issue of women, Al-Kurdi spoke of his wife:
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When French television asked my wife if she wanted to drive, her answer was,
''Why do people from other countries keep pushing things on my agenda?''
Women in Saudi Arabia are a lot more interested in jobs and education or
anything else. I was reading a very interesting ... debate among women
...(about) participat(ing) in the upcoming elections. I think they were divided
50/50. But sometimes I think maybe we should allow the women in Saudi
Arabia to decide what is on their agenda. Are women going to vote this time?
I don't think so. Are they going to vote in the future? I think they will. When?
I don't know. (How to reform Saudi Arabia, 2004, p. 17)
Most of hl1manity wants the freedom to choose their lifestyle and career, to
choose certain customs and abandon others, to choose their mates and educational
facilities. But, freedom is a relative concept. A woman or man without money earned
from a job, family support, or other means will have problems with mobility, food,
housing, and access to services in any country. She/he may have the freedom to do a
number of things, but due to the financial situation, she/he cannot. The questions then
become freedom according to whom, whose pace and degree, and at what possible
societal or personal cost? As an American woman, I have always enjoyed the freedoms
offered in the American constitution and the rights my foremothers and fore fathers fought
to protect and improve. However, I also realize that my views on freedom are highly
influenced by the fact that I was raised, educated, and therefore indoctrinated into the
American way of life and view the world and my place in it from an American
influenced persp�ctive. Similarly, all of the Saudi women interviewed have been raised,
educated, and indoctrinated from a Saudi cultural and religious perspective. Most of the
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thirteen women in this study seemed to argue that they have as much of the concept of
freedom as they need or want at this time, and the almost defiance with which they spoke
suggests that changes or reform that may affect Saudi women should come within a time
frame chosen by the country and its citizens.
Conclusions
The overall conclusions of this study, as shown in Figure 6 (p. 122), answer the
three original questions of 'what' the thirteen Saudi women are experiencing, the
meaning of those experiences, and the women' s interpretations of the experiences while
living in the upper Midwest. The women interpret their central ''happenings'' or
phenomena of adjustment in the Midwest from both positive and negative perspectives:
( l)the appreciation of the different services and ''system'' offered in the Midwest and the
overall positive view of American people, and (2) mixed or negative initial reactions to
the Midwest, the concerns about American culture (particularly for their children), and
the perceived negative American viewpoint of Saudi women. In response to these
frequently-discussed phenomena, the women used several worthwhile strategies to adapt
to the Midwest: (1) to maximize the positive perceptions by using time in the U.S. for
educational purposes and to engage in a variety of activities, and (2) to minimize the
negative perceptions through strong religious, familial, and social connections. Finally,
several positive and negative consequences resulted from the strategies used to adjust to
life in the Midwest: (1) the majority (11 of 13) of women studied have no plans to
remain in the U.S. after their/their families' education is completed; (2) for the most part,
positive changes and exchanges in viewpoints have .occurred while the women lived in
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the Midwest; and, (3) the women realized that the average Midwestern American has
little knowledge of Saudi women.
Benefits of this Study
This research benefits the women in a substantial way, but the results benefit the
larger society, particularly scholars and educators, much more. For the participants, the
women themselves, the study gave them a chance to amplify their voices and discuss
similarities and differences between the culture of their birth and their current
Midwestern location. In a sense, the study provided an opportunity to discuss issues the
women have often seen, read, or heard from the American media and their own
perceptions knowing that their ''real'' thoughts will find a place in the pages of my
dissertation.
For scholars and educators, as stated, the benefits are much greater. First, the
research is timely. One of the most recent studies found on women living abroad from
Saudi Arabia was written almost 20 years ago (Dumiati, 1986) and relied primarily on
quantitative methods and revealed little of the interview data. As mentioned in the prior
section, the women reflected in that study do not mirror the women highly interested in
education in this study. I believe the change is related to more than a different time or
era. It is instead a reflection of a consistent and positive change in Saudi society and
resurgence in the rights and roles of women.
Second, this study is beneficial due to the fact that it focuses on the Saudi women
living in the American culture. The research exposes some of the women's experiences
and perceptions about the upper Midwest, providing a foundation for future research at;id
expanding on former studies. Saudi Arabia and especially Saudi women have been
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written about a great deal lately by scholars and the media. Yet, little has been written
about Saudi women living in the United States, and virtually nothing about women in the
upper Midwest. Unlike previous studies, the women in this research were in
communities with limited connection to a large number of other Saudis, Arabs, and Arab
Americans. They did not live in one of the top ten states with the largest number of
Arab-Americans such as Michigan (2"d largest population of Arab-Americans in the
U.S.). Therefore, this research provides a contextual benefit by exploring the women's
perceptions in a different setting rather than in their home country or in a well-populated
Arab area.
Third, the research could add, in some small dimension, inforn1ation about a
population in Saudi society that has had consistent ties with American society the
women who are either studying or working in the U.S., or have accompanied their
spouses or male relatives to the U.S. At this time in world history, any knowledge about
Saudi Arabian women or Saudi Arabia, in general, aids in closing the seemingly large
schism between the two countries.
Perhaps, the largest benefit to educators and scholars, mentioned in a different
context previously, is the fact that the women's voices are present, strong, and often
passionate. A common misperception alluded to in the opening quote of this dissertation
and the women's perceptions as well is that Saudi women ''are in darkness'' and ''not
seen.'' When, in reality, as shown by the research, the women I have met in Saudi and
the women I interviewed for this dissertation, do not interpret their lives or situations in
that way. It is especially beneficial for the larger society to ''hear'' and ''see'' this passion

133

•

when communicating, particularly in a second language. In my opinion, it is the most
profound benefit of this research.
Personal Reflections
During the course of this project, I have reflected on the message in DuBois'
(1990) quote: ''I have stepped within the Veil, raising it that you may view faintly its
deeper recesses,--the meaning of its religion, the passion of its human sorrow, and the
struggle of its greater souls. All this I have ended with a tale twice told but seldom
written'' (p. 3). For me, the literary Veil in DuBois' quote does not represent in any way
the actual cloth, but rather the abstract notion of looking deeper into a person, a culture,
an experience, and exposing, whether vividly or faintly, the reality and humanity. This
was my main conscious goal to let the reader view the humanity and reality of the
women's experiences and voices. It was a goal I reflected upon often with care,
obligation, and respect.
The women's discussions about Saudi Arabia, Americans, American culture, the
Midwest, and the view of Americans toward Saudi women rang familiar in many ways
and reminded me, once again, that we all share the same world. So many times
throughout our sessions, I thought to myself, ''I know that'' and ''that happened to me." It
was wonderful and amazing to enter the women's homes to the smell of spices, coffee,
tea, and foods of Saudi Arabia and then leave their homes at the end of our session and
see the snow and/or evergreens of the Midwest. When I left their homes, I almost
expected to see palm trees and gated courtyards. I had always thought that my views of
returning and readjusting to the United States were difficult and unique. I realized that
while they were difficult, they were not unique. Each time individuals leave their culture
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for another, there i s an imprint of some aspect of that culture that will be with them for a
great deal of time, perhaps the rest of their lives. The women' s re sponse s solidified this
thought. Like my experience in Saudi Arabia, these women have now be en ''t ouched'' by
American culture and there will be some aspect that remains in their lives. It may be the
fact that the women' s children speak English with a Midwestern accent, or it may b e a
reminder of a heavy winter coat or a wooden hou s e or compound that looks like their
Midwestern home. Something of their American experiences will live on in the future.
I could also empathize with many of the women' s comment s about Saudi Arabia.
The respe ct for children and family, and the fact that a typical Saudi' s

social

life revolves

around extended families and friends are wonderful attributes of Saudi society. These
discussions helped me clarify what I missed about Saudi Arabia and why I sometimes
found readj usting to American life diffic ult.
In addition, I found it interesting that the women often ref erred to Americans as
''they'' in the interviews , while I, the res earcher as king the questions, am an American. I
soon

realized that the women were most likely referring to American s ociety and people

as a whole, rather than individualized Americans. The other pos sibility could be that
some of the women felt more comfortable, as I had experienced Saudi Arabia and was
doing research where the women' s perceptions were the focus. Either way, I appreciated
the sentiment.
Finally, this research emphasized a point I had always felt in Saudi Arabia:
women from different cultures have more similarities than differences, and these Saudi
women, like women around the world, are complex, strong, and courageous. The women
who agreed to be interviewed (as several did not) showed trust in a stranger in a new
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country and respect for me, my children, and my research. We spoke of raising our
children, dealing with our families, the responsibilities of motherhood, and our
educational aspirations in similar ways. The women showed a sense of national pride
and social responsibility, and also a strong respect for the United States. I learned a great
deal from the women and now believe, even more fir1nly, that we are all part of the larger
humanity who want to live in peace and, as several of the women stated, mutual respect.
Recommendations for Future Research
Future research possibilities for Saudi women living in the U.S. are vast and
promising. First, a more comprehensive qualitative study would further expand the
knowledge base on Saudi women and provide more transferable results. Specifically, a
larger percentage of the women in the upper Midwest could be interviewed when
entering the U.S., throughout their stay in intervals, and when exiting the U.S. If this
kind of study occurred, the results may be transferable or at least support further research

in sparsely populated Arab/Arab-American areas of the country.
Similarly, women with comparative demographic variables or factors might be
studied and compared for example, women from the Western region (Hijaz) of Saudi
Arabia as compared to those from the Central region (Najd} and from the Eastern area
(Sharqia), etc. Further, women with historical tribal affiliations might be researched and

compared to those with non-tribal affiliations. The research might also be based on
education level, education background (government or private), ethnic/national
background (i.e. half-Saudi, half-American), area of the country in the U.S., etc. The list
is endless as the current research is quite limited.

136

In addition, a current qualitative inquiry by a Saudi female researcher would
contribute an important perspective to any study regarding Saudi women. A perspective
that some one who has simply lived in or visited Saudi Arabia could not provide.
Research by an ''insider'' is always desirable and often, if approached realistically and
objectively, more authentic.
Finally, I would recommend research on Saudi Arabian women from a qualitative
perspective to add to the current research on women and particularly women from diverse
populations. Any qualitative inquiry, whether an ethnography in California or a case
study in Montana, would shed a necessary light on the women and allow their voices to
be emphasized. Recently, I was invited to present at an Adult Basic Education
Conference in North Dakota. The women who attended my session did not know that
underneath the abaya (body cover like a thin coat) they see on t.v., the Saudi women
wear clothes just as the session participants and I were wearing. They did not know that
women who travel with their families to the U.S. are often responsible for working with
the children to pass their government exams to remain current in the Saudi educational
system. They did not know the significance ofRamadhan (9 month of the Hijirah
th

calendar when Saudis and Muslims around the world abstain from food, drink, etc. See
Chapter II for further detail). A satellite image beamed from Saudi Arabia or a statistical
analysis of the female population will not provide this infor1nation. However, a study
with social significance that amplifies the voices of the women can add a whole other
textured dimension to the knowledge base about Saudi women.
Overall, in my opinion and shown by the data, the women interpreted the
experiences in the upper Midwest and the meanings of those experiences in a positive
137
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view, ''a glass half full,'' as one woman stated, rather than ''half empty.'' Through
continued communication and research, whether social, diplomatic, or academic, Saudi
Arabian women's true ''voices'' and perceptions can and should be emphasized. These
Saudi women's voices, along with their Saudi and American ''sisters," add a vital and too
often underestimated dimension to the Saudi-U.S. cultural and educational exchange and
research.

•
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Appendix A
Interview Protocol/English

Date:
City from in the Kingdom:
Age:
Education level:
First language:
Second language:
Family status �
No. of children:
Ages of children:
1. Describe why you came to the United States? How long have you been here?
2. How did you feel when you knew you were coming here to the U.S. (to this city)?
3. Describe how you felt when you first arrived? Now?
4. Describe a typical day in for you in Saudi Arabia? (from the time you wake up
until bedtime)
5. What about a typical day now in the U.S.?
6. What are some things that you do in the city ( you currently live in)?
7. If you considered learning more American English or wanted to know more about
American culture where would you go?
8. The thing/characteristic I like most about American life so far is ____.
9. The thing/characteristic I struggle with the most in American life is___.
10. Describe some similarities and differences that you notice between Saudi Arabia
and (your location) in the U.S. (climate, customs, etc.)
11. What do you see in your future here in the U.S.?

•

12. How do you think Americans or others that you have met/seen here in (city)
view/see you? Is it correct?
13. How do you view/see them?
14. What are some traditions, things, etc. that you hold dear or close to your heart in
any culture, whether Saudi or American?
15. Has your experience in the U.S. changed you in any way? If so, how?
Thank you for your participation and you can contact me at 701-746-1096 or
umsabrina@yahoo.com if any questions come up.
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Appendix C
Consent Fonn

'

My name is Philline Deraney and I am a graduate student at the University
of North Dakota in the Teaching and Learning program. As a doctoral
student, I will be completing this dissertation with your help.
The research dissertation that you have been asked to participate in will
study Saudi women in the setting of the upper Midwest. As an adult Saudi
woman currently living in the United States, you will be asked to discuss
your thoughts and ideas about coping with the American cultural setting,
and the English language. You will be interviewed approximately two to
three times throughout this year and may be asked follow-up questions
more frequent!)'·. The interviews will be at your convenience at the Saudi
House/Islamic Center, at your home (your choice), or in a public location
and last about an hour. With your per1nission, the interviews will be taped
(by handheld audio recorder) to ensure that what you have said remains
accurate.
Although I don't anticipate any physical or emotional distress in this
study, you may become emotional at certain times of the interview. If at
any time during the interviews or meetings, you feel upset or
uncomfortable, it will be your choice to stop the interview and not resume
until the situation has been resolved and you feel comfortable. You may
stop your participation in the project entirely at any time. Your
participation in this project is entirely voluntary.
Your help with this study may lead to more research and a greater
understanding of Saudi women in the upper Midwest and Arab culture as a
whole. The benefits of the study are primarily for educators and the larger
society, but it is also a chance for you personally to express your
viewpoints and perceptions.
It is important to note that your identity will be kept confidential. Your
name or residence will not be used in any discussion of or pertaining to
this research project. To ensure your privacy, your signed consent fo11n
will be stored in a safety deposit box separate from the research data. The
audiotapes will be kept for three years after the project comple� ion and
then they will be destroyed. I, the researcher, my doctoral advisor, Dr.
Mary Ruth Laycock, and people from the office of Research and Program
Development at UND, who may check my research, will have access to
the files.
•
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If you have further questions about this research project, please call me,
Philline Deraney, at (701)746-1096 or Dr. Mary Ruth Laycock at
(701)777-2171. If you have any other questions or concerns regarding
your rights as a research participant, please call the Office of Research and
Program Development at 777-4279.
•••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••

I have read the description of this research project. I have been infor111ed
of possible benefits and discomforts involved and, all of my questions
have been answered to my satisfaction. I also understand that any
questions that I may have in the future will be answered to my satisfaction.
I voluntarily agree to participate in this study and have been told that I can
withdraw at any time without penalty. I am at least 18 years of age. I also
understand I will receive a copy of this consent for1n for my records.

Printed Name of Participant

Date

Signature of Participant

••
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